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This dissertation argues the South’s system of Jim Crow segregation, exploitation,
disfranchisement, and violence was both embedded in and evolved through the successive
reorganizations of the region’s forests. In turn, it tells a three-hundred-year history of black
resistance and resilience in the forests of the Deep South. In the longleaf pine and
bottomland hardwood forests along the Gulf of Mexico, water proved just as important as
soil in determining the contours of the colonial and antebellum plantation regimes. This
project follows the water to show how African Americans drew on deep environmental
knowledge to form maroon communities in the colonial era, create a free, politically
engaged Afro-Creole culture in the antebellum period, and build successful farming
communities after Emancipation. From New Orleans to Mobile, African Americans
deployed skills in shipbuilding, sailing, agriculture, and cattle herding to engage in trade
that brought them to ports like Havana and Tampico. These economic relationships created
enduring patterns of black land ownership on the coast.
The deep history of African American autonomy along the forests of the Louisiana
and Mississippi Gulf Coast – an area I define as the Piney Woods Littoral – makes the

region an opportune space in which to analyze the ways in which environmental
relationships inflected the economic, legal, and political history Jim Crow. While this study
shows how white supremacy hastened the collapse of the Deep South’s forests just as
reforestation perpetuated Jim Crow, it also broadens our understanding of the connections
between human domination and environmental change. Some of the most important battles
over race and the rights of citizenship in the South, from the 1875 and 1890 Mississippi
Plans to Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), were part of broader contests over land and access to
resources between white and black farmers, planters, and industrialists. Twentieth century
efforts to transform Gulf Coast politics and modernize its economy helped break the
environmental connections that had long supported African American self-determination.
In turn, they inscribed patterns of inequality on the landscape that persisted well beyond
the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

DEDICATION
Cast down your bucket where you are.
- Booker T. Washington
Better get back to the woods.
- Bernie Taupin
To my parents. Two Elton John fans from the cut-over swamps of the Pearl River.
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INTRODUCTION: A TRIP THROUGH THE PINEY WOODS

Figure 1.1  

A Bird’s Eye View of the Gulf Coast in 1864

John Bachmann, Birds Eye View of Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama and Part of Florida
(New York: John Bachmann, 1861). Retrieved from the Library of Congress,
https://www.loc.gov/item/99447004/.

Turn your map upside down. After the Civil War, this is what a bottom-up history
of African American life and labor looked like along the Gulf Coast of the southeastern
United States. Cotton and lumber ports dotted a Piney Woods Littoral that faced Mexico,
Cuba, Africa, and France from across the Gulf of Mexico. Viewed this way, the rivers of
1

southeast Louisiana and southwest Mississippi reached deep into a majority-white
hinterland, a frontier of pine forests and cypress swamps tucked between the Gulf and an
“Empire of Cotton” carved from the heart of the Choctaw cosmos.1 The Pearl River’s
headwaters rose from the swamps around Nanih Waiya, the ancient temple mound where
the first Choctaw people emerged from the Earth. The river curved southwest through some
of Mississippi’s best cotton land toward the capital at Jackson, so named for the president
who in 1831 forced the Choctaw off their ancestral lands and sent them on the Trail of
Tears to Oklahoma. Looping through the rich soils of the state’s Central Prairie, the Pearl
plunged south just west of Jackson, through a belt of rolling clay hills and coastal flats
dominated by longleaf pine.2
Since the first Choctaw sprang from the ground at Nanih Waiya the pines had been
co-evolving with them. The trees adapted to the fires they set on their hunting grounds and
grew as an open, forested grassland with a host of fire-dependent plants and animals living
beneath the canopy. Before their dispossession the Choctaw foraged cattle, hogs, sheep,
and goats on the tender buds of grasses and wildflowers that sprang back after their fires.
So too did French, Spanish, and African herdsmen, who fed the South’s emerging
plantation kingdom from forests that did not easily yield to the cotton regime. Ships on the
Pearl River brought cotton to the Gulf, meat to coastal ports for shipment inland, and slaves
to the ribbon of plantations that penetrated the Piney Woods along its tributaries. The Pearl
1

On the plantation South as the epicenter of a global “Empire of Cotton,” see
Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History (New York: Vintage Books, 2014), x.
2

James Taylor Carson, Searching for the Bright Path: The Mississippi Choctaws
from Prehistory to Removal (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 8-25, 112126.
2

had been a route of power for a long time. After the Civil War, it fed the roots of black
political and economic power.
In the century after the Civil War, the lower Pearl River Valley witnessed the
emergence and disintegration of a more open racial system than that which prevailed just
a few score miles inland, be it in the state’s plantation districts or in the upland pine forests
further away from the coast. The lower reaches of the Pearl were one part of a liminal space
that I call the Piney Woods Littoral, which made the rise of a more egalitarian society
possible. Stretching along the coastline of the Gulf of Mexico from East Texas to South
Florida, the Piney Woods Littoral is marked by the confluence of coastal marshes and
estuaries, river bottoms stocked by hardwoods, and pine forests descending from the
uplands. It is what environmental scientists call an ecotone: a region of great biological
diversity and natural energy brought about by the intersection of different land forms and
shifting environments.3
The mobility enabled by the many waterways of the Piney Woods Littoral lies at
the heart of this dissertation’s analysis. The Pearl River empties into the Gulf of Mexico
through the Rigolets, an eight mile channel between Lake Pontchartrain and Lake Borgne
that connected colonial New Orleans to the broader Atlantic World. Escaped slaves used
the Rigolets and other passages along the coast to create maroon communities on the
periphery of New Orleans throughout the French and Spanish colonial era. In the
antebellum period, free people of color in New Orleans traveled back and forth across the
3

For an ecotone-oriented analysis that shows how the Fall Line that divides the
Piedmont Plateau from the Southeastern Plains shaped the cultural and political history of
Alabama’s Creek Indians, see Robbie Ethridge, Creek Country: The Creek Indians and
their World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 1-37.
3

Rigolets to allied communities along the Mississippi Gulf Coast at Bay St. Louis and Pass
Christian as well as Mobile, Alabama. Enslaved herdsman used the same route to transfer
cattle ranged in the forest to markets at New Orleans and Mobile. After the Civil War, the
Rigolets remained the lynch-pin in coastwise trade route that brought black sailors and
ships captains to ports as far away as Tampico, Mexico, Galveston, Texas, the Florida
Keys, and Havana, Cuba. Indeed, freedpeople in the ship-building and lumber-milling
corridor along the lower Pearl – centered in the towns of Gainesville, Logtown, and
Pearlington, Mississippi – used skills in sailing and marine carpentry acquired during
slavery to go into business for themselves.
The variation in soils wrought by the action of water on land is equally important
to this narrative. The massive stands that once dominated the Piney Woods writ large did
not easily yield to the antebellum plantation system. Moreover, the sandy, acidic soils that
typified much of the region proved less desirable intensive cotton production than the rich
alluvial soils along the Mississippi or the fertile alkaline soils of the physiographic Black
Belt of Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia.4 Yet the narrow alluvial floodplains of the Pearl
and other Piney Woods rivers did allow ribbon-like plantation districts to take shape in the
region. After Emancipation, freedpeople fanned out from these narrow strands of cotton
culture in search of fertile soil among the uplands. Indeed, Piney Woods residents white
4

On the alluvial soils of the Mississippi Delta and their relationship to cotton
cultivation and slavery, see James C. Giesen, Boll Weevil Blues: Cotton, Myth, and
Power in the American South (Chicago: University Press of Chicago, 2011), 49-50 and
Mikko Saikku, This Delta, This Land: An Environmental History of the YazooMississippi Floodplain (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2005), 37-41. On the Black
Belt, see Mark D. Hersey, My Work is That of Conservation: An Environmental
Biography of George Washington Carver (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011),
52-53.
4

and black could identify valuable cotton land by the growth habits of the pines themselves.
Mobilizing kinship networks established under the duress of slavery, black farmers in the
lower Pearl River Valley acquired land acquired land through homesteading in the decades
during and after Reconstruction. In turn, they ranged cattle in the forest.
The Piney Woods Littoral offers particular insight into the evolution of the South’s
system of Jim Crow exploitation, segregation, disfranchisement, and violence, its
relationship to the natural world, and the environmental resources that sustained black
communities in the face of rising white supremacy. Louisiana and Mississippi were at the
center of some of the most important battles over race and the rights of citizenship in the
century after the Civil War. Racial violence in Louisiana generated a string of epochal
Supreme Court cases, including the Slaughter-House Cases (1873), U.S. v. Cruikshank
(1876), and Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), that undermined the Fourteenth Amendment for
nearly a century. White supremacists in Mississippi, for their part, created the model for
stifling African American political participation through violence with the first Mississippi
Plan of 1875 and for disfranchisement through constitutional convention in the second
Mississippi Plan of 1890. Tracing the experiences of African American landowners at the
epicenter of these developments shows how Jim Crow – as a system of land use – elbowed
out a more egalitarian set of environmental relationships in a way that erased them from
the landscape and our historical memory.
I argue that Jim Crow was embedded in, and evolved through, successive
reorganizations of the South’s forests. The declining fortunes of white farmers in the Piney
Woods of south Mississippi and the Hill Country of northeastern Mississippi spurred
political conflict with the state’s planters that brought about the disfranchising Constitution
5

of 1890. The Afro-Creole activists of the New Orleans Comité de Citoyens pressed their
test case in Plessy v. Ferguson in response to violence in the industrializing forests north
of New Orleans as much as the humiliation of traveling in separate rail cars. While lumber
and paper manufacturers certainly engaged in discriminatory wage practices and
committed violence against black workers, their interactions with African American land
owners proved just as damning. Lumber companies took advantage of illiteracy and black
legal vulnerabilities to scalp timber from black landowners through predatory timber
cutting contracts. As paper firms fought to replant the South’s after World War I, black
landowners often found themselves locked out of state and federal subsidies for
reforestation. As such, the forest industries inscribed inequality into the landscape in ways
that have persisted long after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. As the base of
operations for some of the most powerful lumber firms in the South as well as pivotal
experiments in reforestation, the lower Pearl River Valley again makes an ideal locale for
examining these processes.
Yet our understanding of African American life and labor in the Piney Woods and
their potential for black community development has been obscured by two factors. The
first involves the stories foresters and historians alike tell about the region’s environment.
In his foundational work Changes in the Land, environmental historian William Cronon
warned about the appropriation of “vegetational zones” from ecology as units of historical
analysis, arguing they could “obscure as much as they reveal.”5 In the case of the Piney
Woods, an emphasis on the typical sandy, infertile, acidic soils of the region obscures the
5

William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of
New England (New York: Hill and Wang, 1984), 26 (first quote), 27 (second quote).
6

enduring presence of valuable cotton-producing soils like those in the Orangeburg and
Ruston series and the alluvial soils along the region’s rivers. In other words, the narrative
of agricultural infertility that early foresters in the interwar period advanced to promote
pine trees as a crop diminished the long-term presence of plantation agriculture and the
resources former slaves used to build farms after Emancipation. After World War I and
especially during the Great Depression, the prominent “Southern Regionalist” sociologists
Howard Odum and Rupert Vance drew upon this early forestry research to call for
reforestation as a solution to southern poverty and erosion. As this study will show, the
“Southern Regionalist” paradigm ported an instrumental view of the landscape touted by
foresters directly into southern historiography at the expense of a deeper understanding of
diversity in the Piney Woods.6
Southern historians have treated the Piney Woods as a homogenous “demographic
zone” as well as a broad “vegetational zone.” Indeed, these two interpretations are
inherently related. In an important work of mid-twentieth century scholarship, Plain Folk
of the Old South, historian Frank Lawrence Owsley emphasized the pastoral occupation of
the “poor-white” majority living in the Piney Woods from Texas to Florida. For his
treatment of south Mississippi, Owsley drew upon the 1841 travelogue of John Francis
Hamtramck Claiborne – written as the young reporter and nascent historian made his way
down the Pearl River. Whereas Claiborne’s account touched on the demographic diversity
embodied by the presence of English, French, Spanish, and Dutch frontiersmen and
6

Rupert B. Vance, Human Geography of the South: A Study in Regional
Resources and Human Adequacy (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1922), 109-144; Howard W. Odum, Southern Regions of the United States (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1936), 80-83, 575-576.
7

planters as well as their slaves, Owsley simply emphasized migrants from Georgia and the
Carolinas. Other scholars proved even more reductive. In his fraught explication of Celtic
settlement in the Old South, Grady McWhiney argued Piney Woods pastoralism was an
artifact of “Cracker Culture” brought to the American South by Scots-Irish and upland
English herding communities. More recently, even historians with a firm grasp of the
region’s demographics and a clear sense of its herding culture have chosen to emphasize
the experiences of its white majority.7
In contrast, this study maintains that “Cracker Culture” was always polyglot. It was
black and white (and red) all over in ways that the newspaperman and early Mississippi
historian J. F. H. Claiborne hinted at but then obscured in his later writing. My work
highlights variation and difference within the Piney Woods – and particularly the Piney
Woods Littoral – by following the water. “Following the water” is at once an analytic
strategy and a narrative device. Water provides an opportune object of analysis because of
the work it performed on the land, the differing soil structures it shaped, and the consequent
demographic patterns it helped determine. Water helps advance this narrative precisely
because it kept people, animals, ships, and timber on the move. The following paragraphs
offer an initial exercise in following the water. They trace the young Claiborne’s 1841 trip
“through the Piney Woods,” but most importantly down the Pearl River, across the
7

Frank Lawrence Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1949), 34-45; Grady McWhiney, Cracker Culture: Celtic Ways in
the Old South (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1984), 1-22, 51-79; Samuel C.
Hyde, Jr., Pistols and Politics: The Dilemma of Democracy in Louisiana’s Florida
Parishes, 1810-1899 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1996), 17-45;
Claire Strom, Making Catfish Bait out of Government Boys: The Fight against Cattle
Ticks and the Transformation of the Yeoman South (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
2009), 43-75.
8

Mississippi Gulf Coast from west to east, and finally up the Leaf River. In so doing, this
account highlights the multi-hued population Claiborne encountered on his journey as well
as the natural resources that would sustain white and black communities until the forests
fell before the saw in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
On July 19, 1841, John Francis Hamtramck Claiborne and his traveling companions
found themselves “lost in the depths of the lonely forest” near Winchester, Mississippi.
Around nightfall a fleeing buck surprised their party as a pack of “gaunt and ravenous
wolves, their eyes bloodshot and glaring,” overtook the deer in pursuit. The thirty-fiveyear-old newspaper editor’s horse bolted in terror, leading the group on a flight through
the sprawling longleaf pine forests of southeast Mississippi. The frightened horse came to
a halt near “a solitary farm-house” of “an aged widow who with four daughters and three
sons had lived there many years, their nearest neighbor being twelve miles off.” Eager for
visitors, the widow invited the author and his companions to a meal of bacon, turkey, and
sweet potatoes. Claiborne praised the sweet potato for its culinary versatility, its use as
forage for livestock, and its ability to grow in the thin soils of pine country. The staple crop
featured so prominently in the meal that Claiborne had nightmares about being “turned into
a big potato” dug from the ground by some unknown tormentor.8

8

J. F. H. Claiborne, “A Trip through the Piney Woods,” in Publications of the
Mississippi Historical Society, ed. Franklin L. Riley, vol. 9 (Oxford: Mississippi
Historical Society, 1906), 532-534. Claiborne’s story is clearly hyperbolic. As Craig
William Kinnear has recently shown, tall tales and over the top travelogues were
nonetheless the products of “local culture” and “local pathways,” mapping lessons of
identity and mobility onto the land that lumber manufacturers would later take advantage
of as they entered new areas. See Craig William Kinnear, “Cruising for Pinelands:
Knowledge Work in the Wisconsin Lumber Industry, 1870-1900,” Environmental
History 21, no. 1 (January 2016): 88-96.
9

The next morning, the woman and her family shared a piece of local wolf lore with
Claiborne that highlights the deep cultural connections between slavery and the majoritywhite population of the Piney Woods region of Louisiana and Mississippi. The story told
of the exploits of “an old ‘negro fiddler’ who was indispensable at every frolic, quilting or
house-raising for forty miles around.” Having been summoned to perform at a nearby
wedding, “Old John” failed to make an appearance. When the wedding party went in search
of their missing entertainer they found him in an abandoned house, playing violently to
ward off a pack of wolves that had trapped him in the rafters. This story is instructive, for
it places African Americans squarely within an antebellum tradition of music and leisure
scholars have attributed primarily to the Scots-Irish herdsmen who occupied the pine belt
just outside of the South’s plantation districts. Indeed, the woman told Claiborne she and
her family raised cattle in the forest in their own right. They were participants in a pattern
of free-range herding in the Piney Woods of the Gulf Coastal Plain that spanned back to
the eighteenth century.9

9

Claiborne, “A Trip through the Piney Woods,” 535-538; Grady McWhiney,
“Antebellum Piney Woods Culture: Continuity Over Time and Place,” in Mississippi’s
Piney Woods: A Human Perspective, ed. Noel Polk (Jackson: University Press of
Mississippi, 1986), 40-58; John Hawkins Napier, III, Lower Pearl River’s Piney Woods:
Its Land and People (University, Mississippi: The University of Mississippi Center for
the Study of Southern Culture, 1985), 26-27; John Hebron Moore, The Emergence of the
Cotton Kingdom in the Old Southwest: Mississippi, 1770-1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1988), 7, 147-150; Samuel C. Hyde, Jr., Pistols and Politics: The
Dilemma of Democracy in Louisiana’s Florida Parishes, 1810-1899 (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1996), 25-30; Latimore Smith, “The Legendary
Longleaf Pine Forests of the Florida Parishes: Historic Character and Change at the Hand
of Man,” in A Fierce and Fractious Frontier: The Curious Development of Louisiana’s
Florida Parishes, 1699-2000, ed. Samuel C. Hyde, Jr. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 2004), 140-145.
10

From the colonial period through the first decades of the twentieth century, cattle
drovers from the Chesapeake to East Texas took advantage of the abundant grasses and
open landscapes that characterize the longleaf pine forest. Once one of the South’s
predominant tree species, longleaf pine formed the basis for a fire-dependent ecosystem
that is one of the most biologically-diverse temperate forests in the world. Families like
those Claiborne encountered outside Winchester were active agents in its ecology. By
setting annual fires, cattle owners cleared obstructions, encouraged the growth of new grass
cover, and facilitated the life-cycles of game species like bobwhite quail.10 The family’s
herd, however, tied them to a very different landscape: the plantation system that emerged
along the rivers of the region. Free-range cattle and other livestock offered a vital food
source for plantations dedicated to cash crops such as cotton, rice, and sugar. The widow’s
sons were in fact away on a cattle drive when Claiborne arrived. Their likely destination
was either Mobile, Alabama or New Orleans, Louisiana, two cotton ports where isolated
herding families could obtain high prices for their surplus cattle, game, and eggs.11

10

Foresters estimate longleaf pine once occupied some 92 million acres in the
South, and “was the dominant tree over about 60 million acres,” in a crescent that swept
from Virginia to Texas. Lawrence S. Early, Looking for Longleaf: The Fall and Rise of
an American Forest (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 1-2, 79-83;
Christopher M. Oswalt, et al., “History and Current Condition of Longleaf Pine in the
Southern United States,” General Technical Report SRS-166 (Asheville, NC: US Forest
Service Southern Research Station, 2012), 1-5; Bill Finch, et al., Longleaf, Far as the Eye
Can See: A New Vision of America’s Richest Forest (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2012), 69-77; Albert G. Way, Conserving Southern Longleaf: Herbert
Stoddard and the Rise of Ecological Land Management (Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 2011), 60-62, 81-142.
11

Claiborne, “A Trip through the Piney Woods,” 521-522; Moore, The
Emergence of the Cotton Kingdom in the Old Southwest, 148-149.
11

On July 15, 1841, The Natchez Free Trader and Daily Gazette dispatched John
Claiborne to describe “the conditions, manners and resources of the East.” Setting out with
Democratic orators William Gwinn and John Freeman, he began documenting the effects
of Native American removal and the Panic of 1837 on the population and economy of the
Piney Woods.12 Thousands of people had bet big on Mississippi after 1830, when President
Andrew Jackson began forcing the Choctaw out of the state under the terms of the Indian
Removal Act. Would-be cotton planters streamed from the older counties of south
Mississippi onto fertile tribal lands in the northern part of the state, with many losing
everything in the subsequent banking crisis. The group’s itinerary took them from one of
the South’s first plantation districts, the old French settlement at Natchez, through a region
of fertile, wind-blown loess hills abutting the Mississippi River. Moving east along south
Mississippi’s cotton frontier, they encountered “decayed” towns that “felt heavily the hand
of time” and streams darkened by what may have been erosion from upland farms.13
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What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2007), 342-357. On the relationship between the Panic of 1837
and land speculation in Mississippi and the Old Southwest, see Joshua D. Rothman,
Flush Times and Fever Dreams: A Story of Capitalism and Slavery in the Age of Jackson
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012), 292-301 and Howe, What Hath God
Wrought, 502-505.
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Claiborne, “A Trip through the Piney Woods,” 510 (quotes)-511. On turbidity
as a symptom “erosive land use” related to plantation agriculture, see Stanley W.
Trimble, Man-Induced Soil Erosion on the Southern Piedmont, 2nd ed. (1974; Ankeny,
IA: Soil and Water Conservation Society, 2008), 9-12 and Sutter, Let Us Now Praise
Famous Gullies, 188-189. On the loess hills, see David T. Dockery and David E.
Thompson, The Geology of Mississippi (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2016),
557.
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The party crossed the Pearl River at Columbia, traveling deeper into pine country
toward thinner, sandier soils, clearer water, and less cotton. Although it was two decades
removed from serving as the state’s capital in 1821, the author found Columbia’s “hotels
and boarding-houses” more or less “deserted,” with “rank weeds … untrodden on its
beautiful square.” Further east, Augusta languished on the Leaf River. Once mapped out
“on an imposing scale,” the town presented Claiborne with “a picture of desolation”
marked by the “vestiges of numerous and extensive buildings.” At stop after stop he heard
a familiar tale. Locals told him of fading affluence, of silent docks where barges no longer
“deposited their rich cargoes,” and of commerce rerouted to New Orleans and Mobile.
Born of the same cotton-fueled ambitions that built fortunes in Mississippi towns like
Natchez and Vicksburg in the decades after the War of 1812, the settlements of Monticello,
Columbia, Augusta, and Leakesville failed to keep pace.14
The wandering editor did find examples of wealth on his trek, though. In an
assessment of “the health of the country” he recounted the case of John Dantzler, who
settled “immediately on the Leaf River” in 1812 with “a family of five persons.” In three
decades Dantzler built a household and estate consisting of “ten children, thirteen
grandchildren and about sixty negroes.” Dantzler’s story highlights the fecundity of the
hardwood river bottoms that cut across the Piney Woods, where alluvial soils sustained
plantation agriculture and large-scale mobilizations of slave labor. Claiborne described the
14

Claiborne, “A Trip through the Piney Woods,” 512 (first three quotes), 519
(fourth through sixth quotes). John Hebron Moore specifically excluded the Piney Woods
from his definition of Mississippi’s “Cotton Kingdom,” which developed primarily in the
alluvial lands of the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta, the loess hills to the east of the Mississippi
River, and the black prairie of northeast Mississippi. See Moore, The Emergence of the
Cotton Kingdom in the Old Southwest, 7.
13

hilly, sandy interstices between south Mississippi’s river systems as “adapted chiefly to
grazing” and stocked with broad stands of longleaf pine “rolling like the waves in the
ocean.” The pine forests supported thousands of free-range cattle set loose to forage on the
bunchgrass, cane, and “flowers of every hue” that crowded their understory. He called “the
flora of this section of the State … rich beyond description,” a trait matched only by the
great populations of deer, turkey, quail, and wolves.15
As he reached Leakesville, just a few miles from Mississippi’s border with
Alabama, Claiborne turned west to reflect on his route and the future of eastern Mississippi.
“For twenty miles at a stretch in places you may ride through these ancient woods and see
them as they have stood for countless years,” he reported. “This growth of giant pines is
unbroken on the route we pursued for a hundred miles or more, save where rivers or large
water courses intervene.” More so than cotton or cattle, the massive pines and equally
impressive specimens of oak, chestnut, and cypress in the river bottoms represented the
true wealth of the region. “The time must arrive,” Claiborne prophesied, “when this vast
forest will become a source of value. The smoke of the steam mill will rise from a thousand
hills. Rafts and lumber boats will sweep down the Pearl, the Leaf and Chickasawhay, and
a railroad will transport millions of feet to the city of Mississippi to be shipped in vessels,
made of our own oak, to the West Indies, Texas and South America.” Claiborne railed
against “the opinion that East Mississippi is poor and barren, and therefore destitute of

15

Claiborne, “A Trip through the Piney Woods,” 520 (first four quotes), 514 (last
four quotes); Sidney McDaniel, “Vegetation of the Piney Woods,” in Mississippi’s Piney
Woods, 173-182.
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resources.”16 Like the fertile lands of the Choctaw Cession, pine country held enormous
promise for those who would take it.
The people in Claiborne’s larger narrative, “swart negroes dressed up” to see Gwinn
and Freeman on the stump, Gallic herdsmen “whose years no one can compute,” and the
upstart from South Carolina who worked sixty slaves on “the Leaf River bottoms,” are all
absent from this scene, his conjuring of an industrial Mississippi.17 In Claiborne’s vision,
an “invisible hand” of industry and capital drove the wealth of the forest along river and
rail to the coast. While the journalist had painted a remarkable portrait of antebellum
demographics in the Piney Woods, here he effaced it with his invocation of a new economic
order.
Thirty-six years later, Claiborne revisited the subject of his earlier prophecy in a
lecture delivered in honor of the American Centennial. By that time, Claiborne had lived
at Pearlington near the mouth of the Pearl River for decades. The former journalist grew
cotton with slave labor there in the antebellum period, sold timber for the US government
during Reconstruction, and finally retired to write a series of foundational histories of
Mississippi politics. Speaking at Bay St. Louis in Hancock County, just a few miles east
of his home in Pearlington, Claiborne recounted the rise of the lumber industry his articles
had anticipated in the 1840s. “If Pearlington is no longer a cotton port,” he stated, “it has
become one of the most important points for the sawing and shipping of lumber in the
16
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South.” The four mills at Pearlington employed “many steam and sailing vessels” traveling
“coastwise and to foreign ports, and over 600 hands in their various branches of business.”
Led by the Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company, these firms were some of the most
prolific lumber manufacturers in the South. Claiborne estimated they “cut an average of
90,000 feet of lumber per day” and “23,400,000 feet” per year after accounting for
downtime.18
Claiborne’s treatment of the Pearl River Valley’s lumber industry in 1876 was
marked by the same absences as his vision of 1841. Lost in his description of a thriving
industry supplying lumber for railroads across the South, jetties for improved navigation
on the Mississippi River, and lumber for construction in the North and in Europe was the
role of African Americans in all of that activity. While Poitevent and Favre and its peers
employed many former slaves as sawmill hands and loggers, some were master craftsmen
who built the vessels Claiborne described in his speech. Others were expert sailors and
captains on lumber company ships. These freedpeople used skills forged in slavery together
with employment by firms like Poitevent and Favre as stepping stones to becoming
independent business operators in the building and shipping trades. After the Civil War,
their labor helped turn Pearlington and the nearby towns of Logtown and Gainesville into
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sites of significant African American capital accumulation and the lower Pearl River
Valley into a locus of black land ownership.19
This dissertation places freedpeople and their descendants back into the story to
trace the environmental history of Jim Crow in the forests of the Deep South. It does so by
exploring what I call cut-over color lines. Like “following the water,” the concept of “cutover color lines” holds multiple meanings in terms of both analysis and narrative. The term
denotes a shared set of environmental relationships among black and white communities –
sometimes exacerbating and at other times mediating racial conflict – that have been
obliterated or cut-over by the series of landscape changes that beset the region. It also
embodies the ways in which the process of cutting out and reforesting the South
perpetuated Jim Crow and created new expressions of white supremacy. Finally, it serves
as a metaphor for the process of historical forgetfulness itself, particularly that effected by
narratives of environmental collapse and renewal in a space that is too often treated as
environmentally and demographically homogenous.
Three decades ago, Donald Worster defined the field of environmental history as
revisionist history that drew upon the insights of the new social history but reached deeper,
in order to understand how “the earth itself” shaped society and politics. More recently, in
The Republic of Nature, Mark Fiege placed the natural world at the heart of some of the
most important events in American history. His study included “an environmental history
of the color line” in Topeka, Kansas, the birthplace of the monumental Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) lawsuit. My work shares these ambitions. Rather than recounting how
19
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the convict lease system or turpentine production wracked the South’s forests while
destroying people of color (without question an important story), this dissertation shows
how environmental relationships between black and white farmers, lumbermen, and
planters inflected the legal and political history of Jim Crow. In turn, it details how a
geography that had sustained African American autonomy since the eighteenth century
became an avenue of dispossession in the reorganization of the South’s landscapes and its
economy since World War II.20
Like Fiege’s treatment of the color line in Topeka, “The Cut and the Color Line”
shows how Jim Crow shifted and evolved in relationship to landscape change and changing
legal regimes. Likewise, it highlights the importance of elevation and water in shaping the
experiences of African American communities. Unlike Fiege’s work, this study
emphasizes racial proximity in the rural South rather than spatial segregation in the urban
Midwest. Following Drew Swanson’s recent work on tobacco production in the Piedmont
South, it explores a shared culture which is an agriculture. As such, it joins a growing list
of studies that highlight the shared social and environmental costs of Jim Crow.21 While
my primary objects of analysis have been Jim Crow and the color line in the forests of the
20
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Deep South, I have nonetheless sought to write an integrative history that explains how a
shared environment and shared resources helped African Americans resist white
supremacy.
At its heart, this dissertation is a local history of three counties in Mississippi (Pearl
River, Hancock, and Harrison) as well as three parishes in Louisiana (Washington, St.
Tammany, and New Orleans). These political units hug the lower Pearl River as it spills
into a system of brackish lakes tucked between the Gulf of Mexico and the Mississippi
River. The lower Pearl River Valley and Lake Pontchartrain Basin lie at the intersection of
pine upland, hardwood swamp, and coastal environments that contribute to an
extraordinary degree biological diversity in a small geographic area. Chapter II, “Black
Forests,” traces the Piney Woods Littoral around New Orleans from the beginning of
French colonization through Reconstruction to show how it enabled African American
autonomy in the colonial, antebellum, and postbellum periods. It further shows how water
wrought environmental variation within the Piney Woods and how different African
American communities harnessed different aspects of the landscape to build successful
farming, construction, and shipping enterprises after the Civil War.
Chapter III, “Black Protests,” offers a long view of the Afro-Creole Comité de
Citoyens in New Orleans and their Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) test case against Louisiana’s
Separate Car Act. It explains how artisanal work associated with Louisiana’s coastal
environments and administrative employment at the Port of New Orleans sustained AfroCreole activism through the collapse of Louisiana’s Reconstruction government and into a
period of rising white supremacist violence. Indeed, the Comité de Citoyens viewed deaths
associated with the enforcement of segregation laws on railroads and the murder of African
19

Americans in the industrializing countryside north of New Orleans as of one piece. Their
test case in Plessy was thus part of a much broader activist agenda aimed at stemming rural
violence and granting African Americans greater access to farmland in the forests of
southeast Louisiana.
Standard narratives of agriculture and environment in the Piney Woods would
suggest that the Comité de Citoyens was fighting for lands of marginal value. Chapter IV,
“The Cut-Over Frontier,” challenges this notion by exploring the basis of effective
agriculture on both sides of the Pearl River. The chapter follows the work of agricultural
scientist Eugene Beverly Ferris and sociologist Horace Mann Bond the practice of
agriculture on cut-over lands in the Piney Woods between the turn of the twentieth century
and the Great Depression. As Bond discovered, African American farming communities in
Washington Parish proved able to produce agricultural goods on an industrial scale even
on land that agricultural economists would have deemed “sub-marginal.”
Chapter V, “The New Redeemers,” balances the third chapter’s focus on African
American politics in Louisiana by examining the environmental dimension of Republican
politics in Mississippi. It shows that black Mississippians likewise used commercial
activity associated with the state’s aquatic environments to maintain an organized “Black
and Tan” Republican Party long after the disfranchising constitution of 1890. After World
War I, northern lumbermen dedicated to creating a “Lily-White” Republican Party in
Mississippi sought to uproot the patronage networks “Black and Tan” Republicans had
been building along the Gulf since Reconstruction. They also sponsored vocational
education to help African American farmers adapt to agriculture on cut-over lands. These
parallel programs defined clear limits for black ambition, and demonstrate that
20

manufacturers’ efforts to transform the southern landscape were inseparable from their
attempts to remake racial politics.
Ultimately, the same environmental connections that spurred the growth of a
politically active black landowning class along the Gulf contributed to its decline. This
dissertation’s conclusion, “Cut-Over Color Lines,” shows how powerful Mississippi
Senator John C. Stennis used the lower Pearl River’s proximity to New Orleans via Lake
Pontchartrain and the Rigolets to justify for the creation of the Mississippi Test Facility to
test engines for the Apollo space program. Stennis and the Army Corps of Engineers argued
the displacement of hundreds of families in the historic mill and shipbuilding corridor along
the lower Pearl was determined by the region’s particular geography. At the same time, the
new pulpwood forests that took shape in the Mississippi Test Facility’s buffer zone
inscribed patterns of inequality on the land that persisted well beyond the passage of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964. In this fashion, a set of waterborne connections that had supported
African American autonomy in the Atlantic World helped turn that history into cut-over
color lines in the Sunbelt South.
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Parishes and Counties of Louisiana and Mississippi

Data from The Newberry Library, Atlas of Historical County Boundaries [Database]. Dr.
William M. Scholl Center for American History and Culture, Chicago, Illinois.
publications.newberry.org/ahcbp.
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Figure 1.3  

Important Places in This Dissertation

Data from Newberry Library, Atlas of Historical County Boundaries; Steven Manson,
Johnathan Schroeder, David Van Riper, and Steven Ruggles. IPUMS National Historical
Geographic Information System: Version 12.0 [Database]. Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota. 2017. http://doi.org/10.18128/D050.V12.0.
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Figure 1.4  

Important Rivers in This Dissertation

Data from Newberry Library, Atlas of Historical County Boundaries; United States
Geological Survey, National Hydrography Data Set [Database]. United States Department
of the Interior, Washington, D.C. https://nhd.usgs.gov/wbd.html.
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Figure 1.5  

The Lake Pontchartrain Basin

Data from Newberry Library, Atlas of Historical County Boundaries.
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BLACK FORESTS
As soon as Henri Necaise learned he was free he took to the water. The decision
made sense for a former slave who had worked between the land and sea all his life. In
his youth he sailed “60 miles out on the Gulf of Mexico” as a translator on French ships
bound for New Orleans. During the Civil War the thirty-year old slave tended cattle in
the “big woods” of coastal Mississippi. He drove steers to Mobile, Alabama to buy food
and “carried grub into the swamp to men” hiding out on the Wolf River at Pass Christian,
Mississippi. Henri was there day the Yankees came on gunboats. On April 4, 1862, they
cut across the Bay of St. Louis to attack Pass Christian and the swamps beyond, tearing
“things up as they went along.” Troops from Major General Benjamin F. Butler’s
Department of the Gulf and sailors from Flag Officer David Farragut’s West Gulf
Squadron were securing the coast before capturing New Orleans from the south, by the
Mississippi River. After the war, in command of his own vessel, Henri would take a
different route. From the Bay of St. Louis he entered the Mississippi Sound, then turned
west toward Lake Borgne and Lake Pontchartrain. He ferried charcoal through a string of
coastal islands, brackish lakes, and swampy straits that form the “back door” to the
Crescent City.22
22
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Figure 2.1  

New Orleans and the Mississippi Delta in 1862

Detail from Joseph Hutchins Colton, Colton's Plans of U.S. Harbors Showing the Position
& Vicinities of the Most Important Fortifications on the Sea-board and in the Interior (New
York: J. H. Colton, 1862). Map retrieved from the Library of Congress,
https://www.loc.gov/item/99447076/.

(Washington, D.C.: Federal Writers Project, 1941), 121-122 (quotes). On the Union
Army’s actions at Pass Christian, see United States War Department, The War of the
Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies,
Series 1, Volume 6 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1882), 707-710.
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In order to understand how the first generation of freedpeople like Henri Necaise
built communities in the forests of the Gulf South after the Civil War, you must follow the
water. Henri’s trips as a freedman and small business owner brought him to New Orleans
through the Rigolets, an eight-mile straight connecting Lake Borgne to Lake Pontchartrain.
Named from the French rigole, “a channel, gutter, or drain,” the Rigolets draws water into
and out of Lake Pontchartrain with the tide.23 The pass is an artifact of inundation,
deposition, and erosion: three processes that have dramatically shaped and reshaped the
Gulf Coast since the last Ice Age. They promise to do so again.
From about 8000 to 5000 years ago rising seas penetrated the Mississippi River’s
St. Bernard delta lobe, perhaps as far north as the present site of Baton Rouge. Much of
what had been “solid” ground in southeast Louisiana flooded, leaving a former coastal
prairie sitting at the bottom of a shallow, brackish-water estuary known as the Pontchartrain
Embayment. Yet the Father of Waters was always a land-builder; its mud was filling the
embayment even as it formed. Some 4000 years ago its silt reached barrier islands born of
sedimentation from the Pearl River. As the St. Bernard delta edged east over the following
millennium it subsumed these structures, in the process creating the northeastern shoreline
of Lake Borgne and the southwestern edge of Lake Pontchartrain. The two rivers’
floodplains nearly embraced around the Honey Island Swamp, where the East and West
Pearl meet the brackish waters of Lake Borgne.24
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Figure 2.2  

Historic Deltas of the Mississippi River

Map from Coastal Environments, Inc., Environmental Characteristics of the
Pontchartrain-Maurepas Basin and Identification of Management Issues (Baton Rouge:
Coastal Management Division, Louisiana Department of Natural Resources, 1984), 2-4.
The Rigolets — the Gutter — was a product of this imperfect union. The
Mississippi River failed to fill in Lake Borgne, leaving the lake system exposed along the
Mississippi Sound. Gulf tides scoured the Gutter into sediment where the Mississippi and
the Pearl comingled. The channel cut through a former spit between Lake Borgne and Lake
Pontchartrain to feed a brackish inland basin, a series of lakes capturing rivers that could
have belonged to the Mississippi had it stayed its course. The conjunction ended when the
Mississippi changed direction, abandoning the St. Bernard delta for the Lafourche delta to

Naturalist 68, no. 2 (October, 1962), 435-439. For a critique of the hard distinctions
between wet and dry land in the lower Mississippi’s “Valley of Mud,” see Christopher
Morris, The Big Muddy: An Environmental History of the Mississippi and Its Peoples
from Hernando de Soto to Hurricane Katrina (New York: Oxford University Press,
2012), 9-23.
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the west. It shifted again around 1000 years ago when it occupied its modern course, the
one David Farragut took on his way to New Orleans.25
For French colonists looking to conquer the lower Mississippi Valley at the turn of
the eighteenth century, the Gutter was a far more reliable entry point than the Mississippi
itself. The same flow of silt that built the lakes made the mouth of the Great River
inscrutable. A horizon of marsh and shifting sandbars marked its slide into the Gulf, leaving
the main channel difficult to find. Snags of submerged cypress trees trapped in the bends
of the river brought danger to any waterborne exploration. The pass at the Rigolets solved
these problems. It permitted overland access to the Mississippi further into the interior.
Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne Sieur de Bienville owned property at just such a site, on the natural
levee separating the river from the swamps south of Lake Pontchartrain. After becoming
Louisiana’s governor in 1718, he took advantage of his isolation from Parisian officials
and his largely self-assigned notarial powers to found the city of New Orleans on a massive
land grant he awarded to himself. Although the city became Louisiana’s capitol in 1722,
Bienville’s land speculation left him out of office and forced back to France by 1725.26
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He wasn’t gone for long. French officials sent him back to the colony in 1729
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The lake system reached deeper still. At a strait further west called Pass Manchac,
the French encountered a living levee of ancient cypress trees guarding the wedge of land
between Lake Pontchartrain, Lake Maurepas, and the river that drained a continent.
Bienville’s brother Pierre Le Moyne Sieur d’Iberville took the pass through Manchac
Swamp after traveling upriver from the Gulf, on the expedition where he first sited the
mouth of the Mississippi. On March 24, 1699, after fighting the river’s current for more
than three weeks, Iberville took a shorter route out that he learned from the Bayougoula
Indians at Baton Rouge. Led by one of their warriors, he and a detachment from his crew
took portage from the Mississippi to Bayou Manchac, then sailed down the Amite River
into Lake Maurepas. From there Pass Manchac brought them to Lake Pontchartrain, where
the Rigolets granted a quick exit into the Gulf.27
The immense energy of this aquatic system made the Pontchartrain Basin an
extraordinarily complex set of ecosystems.28 Gulf water pushed in daily by the tides and
fresh water pouring from the Comite, the Amite, the Tangipahoa, the Bogue Chitto, the
Bogue Falaya, and the Pearl River fed estuaries as productive as those on the mouth of
the Mississippi. Along the Mississippi Sound, coastal prairies and marsh gave way to
low, flat stands of longleaf pine. The pines sat like an armada of masts above the Gulf,
27
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and the French prized them as such for their fleets. Bottomland swamps of cypress,
tupelo, and other hardwoods crowded along the lakes and the rivers. A band of clay hills
rolling with still more longleaf, slash, and loblolly pine rose from the north shore of the
lakes. These were the “big woods” Henri Necaise could still remember in his day, part of
the Piney Woods that stretched across the Southeastern Plain from Galveston Bay to
Florida, then curved north along the Atlantic Ocean toward the Chesapeake.

The rivers that flow into the Gulf of Mexico between New Orleans and Mobile cut
deep channels through the clay hills of the Southeastern Plain before reaching the flats of
the Southern Coastal Plain. Their hard work, carried out over thousands of years,
established the southernmost limits of both the colonial and antebellum plantation regimes
in the Old Southwest. Recurring floods dumped fresh topsoil and organic material from
upland erosion on the “first bottom” terraces outside the rivers’ natural levees. These young
alluvial soils represented some of the most desirable agricultural land in the Piney Woods
and attracted the bulk of plantation development there. The higher “second bottom”
terraces of the rivers’ older floodplains, and the first and second bottoms of their tributary
streams, remained largely unfarmed until after the war. In such spaces, amid broad stands
of longleaf pine and the thinner, sandier dirt typically associated with the region, former
slaves found old alluvial soils that still allowed for effective agriculture.29
29

As Richard White has argued, “rivers work.” As they do so they make and
remake landscapes, often in spite of human efforts to control them for our own ends.
Richard White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1995), 3. Gulf Coast rivers made deep cuts through the Pliocene
Citronelle Formation: clay hills that were once on the bottom of the Gulf but through
millions of years of uplift now underlie much of the Piney Woods in Louisiana,
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The waters of the Gulf South thus defined a Piney Woods Littoral that had always
supported freedpeople.30 As soon as Bienville turned to kidnapped African farmers,
artisans, soldiers, sailors, and doctors to build New Orleans and carry out the real hard
work of French imperial ambitions, runaways began creating maroon communities in the
diverse ecosystems of the old St. Bernard delta. In turn, they became essential elements of
Louisiana’s colonial economy through the application of deep environmental knowledge
and technical skill.31 As historian Gwendolyn Midlo Hall observed, cypress swamps were
“often the most reliable source of wealth” for slaves who had freed themselves to create
Mississippi, and Alabama. Roland Harper, “Midwinter Observations in Southeastern
Mississippi and Eastern Louisiana,” Torreya 6, no. 10 (October 1906): 198; David T.
Dockery, III and David E. Thompson, The Geology of Mississippi (Jackson: University
Press of Mississippi, 2016), 27-30. Ned Cobb, a superb black farmer from Alabama’s
Piedmont Plateau, prized creek bottoms for growing corn. Theodore Rosengarten, All
God’s Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 54.
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within the Piney Woods Littoral, see Jack E. Davis, The Gulf: The Making of an
American Sea (New York: Liveright, 2017), 304-334.
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The African Origins of Rice Cultivation in the Americas (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2001), 31-106.
33

renegade villages in the countryside – a phenomenon the French called marronage.32
Acting in concert with Native American refugees, maroons contributed to the material
expansion of New Orleans by selling squared cypress timbers and crafts products to
lumbermen and merchants. They likewise provisioned the city with game, fish, and
shellfish from nearby marshes and coastal prairies.
Slaves and freedpeople alike were important intermediaries in the trade between
French colonists and Native Americans; together they established the free-range cattle
culture that occupied Henri Necaise on the eve of the Civil War.33 One location at the
confluence of the Pearl River and Bayou Maringouin (now Mulatto Bayou) yielded
evidence of native participation in one of the earliest cattle ranges on the Piney Woods
Littoral. At the site of the Acolapissan “Village Maringouin,” the head of Mississippi’s
first geological survey examined a clay vessel from a shell mound that contained sixteen
French coins minted in 1721 and 1722 and an “Iron bridle bit.”34 While the Acolapissa had
abandoned the village in 1700 due to the depredations of English slave traders, it remained
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Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 142 (quote), 202-212.
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As Daniel Usner has shown, the cattle population in Louisiana exploded from
four hundred head to more than ten thousand between 1718 and 1748, fed in part from
trade networks that spanned into Texas. The Choctaw, of whom the Acolapissa were a
peripheral band, became “skillful breeders and outfitters” of horses and major players in
the trade of both species. Daniel H. Usner, Jr., Indians, Settlers, and Slaves in a Frontier
Exchange Economy: The Lower Mississippi before 1783 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1992), 176-178.
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State Geologist Benjamin L. C. Wailes visited the site in 1852. Its owner
reported “that Iron hoes of the French pattern (narrow blades and heavy massive eyes),
gun barrels, & some stone axes & arrow points, & pipes … are frequently dug up.” John
Hebron Moore, ed., “South Mississippi in 1852: Selections from the Journal of Benjamin
L. C. Wailes,” Journal of Mississippi History 17, no. 1 (January 1956): 25-26.
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easily accessible to their new home on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain and to a ready
market in New Orleans via the Gutter.35 Most importantly, coastal grasslands, bottomland
cane breaks, and pine forests all lay in close proximity to the area, allowing for the seasonal
forage necessary to sustain cattle year-round.

Figure 2.3  

The Rigolets and “Village Maringouin” circa 1800

Vicente Sebastián Pintado, Map of the Rigolet and the Mouth of the Pearl River, Louisiana
and Mississippi [ca. 1800]. Map retrieved from the Library of Congress,
https://www.loc.gov/item/2013585063/. This map is Spanish. Maringouin, as it is spelled
in French, means mosquito.
The same natural resources that helped Native Americans build an empire of
mounds along the Gulf Coast brought European imperialists there to raise cattle. As early
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the Present (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987), 50-51.
35

as 1717, Bienville introduced herds onto barrier islands in the Mississippi Sound. By the
1750s, the Flemish rancher Johannes Grevemberg was cutting pine and ranging livestock
on Horn Island southwest of Mobile.36 In 1783, Frenchman Louis Boisdoré petitioned the
Spanish Governor of Louisiana for an enormous land grant spanning from Bayou
Maringouin to the Bay of St. Louis.37 There he posted a mulatto slaved named Matthew to
tend cattle that were already running in the swamp. For forty-five years Matthew lived on
“anciently cleared and cultivated” fields and watered his charges from “three old wells” in
a mound complex with a “wall … in some places fifteen feet wide.”38

36

By the 1760s, Grevemberg was ranching in the Attakapas District west of the
Mississippi, where free and enslaved Senegambians were melding African and European
practices into a cattle culture adapted to the coast. As Andrew Sluyter has suggested, the
precise date of the horse’s introduction into this “herding ecology” is unclear, while
herding from horseback “may have become established in the Attakapas by other
networks.” Andrew Sluyter, Black Ranching Frontiers: African Cattle Herders of the
Atlantic World, 1500-1900 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012), 61-95
(quote). The presence of the iron bit at Maringouin highlights one potential avenue,
especially given that the Acolapissa eventually merged with southwest Louisiana’s
Houma Indians in “settlements on the Mississippi River.” Kniffen, The Historic Indian
Tribes of Louisiana, 78.
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In 1763, to conclude the French and Indian War, France ceded Louisiana west
of the Mississippi River to Spain and Louisiana east of the river to Britain. Spanish
Florida fell into British hands as well. In 1783, Spain regained Florida as the Americans
won independence. The territory Britain ruled as the administrative unit of West Florida
consisted of all land between the Mississippi and Apalachicola Rivers, the 31st parallel,
and the Gulf, including the terrain examined here. On the mapping of European political
boundaries on a horizon of shell mounds stretching from Florida to the Yucatan, see
Davis, The Gulf, 23-113.
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The United States v Boisdoré, et al., in Benjamin C. Howard, ed., Reports of
Cases Argued and Adjudged in the Supreme Court of the United States: December Term,
1850 (Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1851), 86-89 (first quote). Moore,
“South Mississippi in 1852,” 25 (second and third quotes). On the “quasi-free” status of
slaves in such swampy locales, see Jack Temple Kirby, Poquosin: A Study of Rural
Landscape and Society (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 152-161.
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Near Henri Necaise’s stomping grounds on the Wolf River, the slaves of absentee
French landlord Julia de la Brosse worked as Gulf Coast pastoralists for more than six
decades. At her death in 1800, her will deeded more than one square mile of land to the
manumitted slaves Charles and Madelon Asmard. While this was certainly a substantial
amount of property for former bondspeople, it accounted for less than five percent of de la
Brosse’s 14,500 acre estate. The Asmards’ holdings, located where Pass Christian sits
today, faced the Boisdoré tract from across the Bay of St. Louis. The family eventually
became significant slaveholders in their own right, as they continued to sell cattle,
vegetables, and seafood in the Crescent City.39
Where livestock thrived, so too did militant resistance to slavery. Black soldiers
and sailors had long collaborated with other slaves to arrange their escape. By the 1780s,
maroon communities in the region were more or less permanent, well-organized, and
armed to the teeth. In the words of Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, “they did not distance
themselves from the plantations; they surrounded them.” Juan San Malo led one
particularly aggressive group from deep in the canebrakes around Lake Borgne. He and his
followers lived through a combination of plunder, forage, and sweet potato cultivation, but
still found time to sell handmade goods from the forest to get the cash they needed to buy
ammunition. They met their end after they murdered four English colonists and split a
slave-trader’s head open with an axe near the Bay of St. Louis.40
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In 1784, after an amphibious manhunt through water, swamp, and marsh, Spanish
officials hung San Malo, his lover, and three of his closest companions. Yet an execution
that stood as an object lesson to maroons in the 1780s became a passage to martyrdom a
century later. In a collection of “Creole Slave Songs” published in 1886, folklorist George
Washington Cable captured “The Dirge of St. Malo” that was still sung among the
freedpeople of Louisiana. As “old Madeleine of St. Bernard parish” recounted:
Before those grand Cabildo men
They charged that he had made a plot
To cut the throats of all the whites.
They asked him who his comrades were;
Poor St. Malo said not a word!
The judge his sentence read to him,
And then they raised the gallows-tree.
They drew the horse – the cart moved off –
And left St. Malo hanging there.
Cable found a “stately tone of lamentation” in Madeleine’s performance, a reminder that
the memory of San Malo’s lost cause gave strength and solidarity to African Americans
living through the founding moments of Jim Crow segregation.41
The geography and ecology of the Piney Woods Littoral thus held deep cultural
resonance for the free people of color living in New Orleans in the antebellum period. In
1845, seventeen “gens de couleur libres” published an anthology of Romantic poetry
entitled Les Cenelles, the French term for the fruit of the mayhaw tree. In dedicating the
volume “To The Fair Sex of Louisiana,” Armand Lanusse wrote:
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George Washington Cable, “Creole Slave Songs,” Century Magazine 31, no. 6
(April 1886): 814-815. The modern parish of St. Bernard sits between the Mississippi
River and Lake Borgne, to the southeast of New Orleans. The area was the scene of much
of San Malo’s activities. The Cabildo was the governing body of Spanish Louisiana.
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Please accept these modest Cenelles
Our heart offers you with sincerity;
A single glance fallen from your virtuous eyes
Will mean as much as glory and immortality.42
Mayhaws are flowering hardwoods that drop their fruit into the swampy waters of rivers
throughout the Southeastern Plain; trips to gather mayhaw berries through often snakeinfested environments were an important folk practice for whites and blacks, both rich and
poor. As historian Jerah Johnson argued, mayhaw jelly was “the finest, rarest, and most
highly prized confiture in the New Orleans culinary hierarchy.” The book’s dedication to
the women who transformed the tart bottomland berries into a sweetened delicacy was
therefore no coincidence.43
George Washington Cable encountered distinctly working-class African
Americans celebrating the ecology of emancipation in local swamps too:
Little ones without father,
Little ones without mother,
What do you do to earn money?
The river we cross for wild berries to search;
We follow the bayou a’fishing for perch
And that’s how we earn money.
For Cable, these lines signaled “a companionship with nature – the companionship of the
vagabond.”44 While his assessment was problematic in the sense that it implied
42
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The translation above is by Gwendolyn Midlo Hall. She argued Cable
emphasized subsistence rather than a cash economy when using the line “What do you do
39

rootlessness, it was nonetheless correct in its emphasis on mobility. By highlighting the
access to native flora and fauna granted by travel across distinct landscapes, the poem
demonstrated the liberating character of the coastal environment. The Gutter was a vital
link between all of the rich and varied landscapes that surrounded the port at New Orleans.
As such, Cable’s work documented the ways in which the channel between Lake
Pontchartrain and the Gulf continued to support African American community
development well into the twentieth century.

Figure 2.4  

The Piney Woods Littoral in 1970

Map from United States Geological Survey, Environmental Conditions and Resources of
Southwestern Mississippi (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1970), 29.

to keep body and soul together?” in place of “What do you do to earn money?” For the
quoted poem, see Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana, 201. For Cable’s rendition and
the subsequent quote, see Cable, “Creole Slave Songs,” 812.
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The same resources that sustained San Malo’s rebellion and inspired the black poets
of New Orleans allowed Henri Necaise’s generation and those that followed to persevere
in the face of ascendant white supremacy. Yet where colonial historians have found natural
wealth, those of the postbellum period have too often discovered desolation. To be sure,
the highly-mechanized, capital-intensive lumber industry that took shape in the South after
Reconstruction leveled the region’s forests. Yet it did not do so all at once. Nor did it sever
the connections between the rivers of the Gulf South, the circum-Caribbean, and the
broader Atlantic World intimated by Henri’s work as a translator. Instead it reinforced
them, creating opportunities for black economic development and political empowerment
that civil rights historians have not fully explored and that environmental historians have
failed to recognize.45 Enduring images of denuded topsoil and stump-laden hillsides have
led scholars to downplay the agricultural potential of the first and second bottoms that
meandered through clay uplands toward the Gulf. The best histories of race and labor in
the region consequently treat the Piney Woods as a place where African Americans moved
in search of industrial work or inexpensive, cut-over land rather than as a landscape with a
deep history of black power.46
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Some scholars have emphasized the importance of this transition, particularly in
the opportunities lumber production created for African American and mixed-raced
descendants of slaves to purchase inexpensive land. Such accounts have served largely as
preludes to studies of the civil rights revolution in the twentieth century, when black
landowners were key opponents of Jim Crow. See Akinyele Omowale Umoja, We Will
Shoot Back: Armed Resistance in the Mississippi Freedom Movement (New York: New
York University Press, 2013), 11-26; Patricia Michelle Boyette, Right to Revolt: The
Crusade for Racial Justice in Mississippi’s Piney Woods (Jackson: University Press of
Mississippi, 2015), 5-20; Jason Morgan Ward, Hanging Bridge: Racial Violence and
America’s Civil Rights Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 3-17.
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Close attention to the environmental intricacies of the Piney Woods Littoral
unearths the cut-over color lines – all but lost in conventional narratives of the Gulf South’s
forests – that marked the rise of Jim Crow segregation, disfranchisement, and exploitation
in the region. Civil rights activist and Pass Christian native Lawrence Guyot attributed the
more open racial system that evolved along the Mississippi Gulf Coast to the influence of
the Catholic Church in the old band of French and Spanish settlement from New Orleans
to Mobile. Liberal Spanish manumission policies informed by ideas of “spiritual equality”
certainly contributed to a large and well organized population of free people of color in the
area during the antebellum period.47 Yet the material flow of cattle, timber, and agricultural
goods made possible by the Gutter proved equally important for slaves who found their
freedom much later. By following the water, it is possible to account for varying
expressions of Jim Crow that cultural explanations alone cannot explain.
The physical demands of lumbering, the agricultural capacity of the lands it left
behind, and the resources people hoped to pry from their surroundings all shaped the local
contours of white supremacy during and after Reconstruction. Along the Gulf Coast,
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former slaves took advantage of home-grown smarts and native muscle to become
independent contractors whose business interests aligned with those of the region’s lumber
manufacturers. Particularly among the sawmill towns that lined the lower Pearl River in
Hancock County, Mississippi, black sawyers, sailors, and carpenters enjoyed connections
to ports in Cuba and Mexico that brought them into contact with racial regimes far less
oppressive than those that characterized most of the South. Along with the descendants of
former free people of color, they built a parallel system along the coast of southwest
Mississippi near the state’s border with Louisiana.
Further upstream, on the Bogue Chitto River in Washington Parish, Louisiana,
African American farmers combined elements of improved husbandry, scientific farming,
and free-range herding on first and second bottom pine lands acquired through
homesteading. The widespread collapse of their agricultural adaptations in the face of near
total deforestation hides an important interface between timber extraction and Jim Crow in
the South. Lumber companies abused rights-of-way to fleece local landholders of far more
timber than their contracts stipulated. Given their particular vulnerability before southern
courts, black landowners found themselves with little recourse. For these agriculturalists,
white supremacy was a natural disaster that prompted a crisis in black capital. While Jim
Crow was certainly a performance, carried out in everyday interactions between
individuals, in the forests of the Gulf South “the earth itself” helped write the script.48
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In an early theoretical statement on the role of environmental history, Donald
Worster cast the field as a revisionist project that examined “the more fundamental
forces” at work in social and political history and that recognized “the earth itself as an
agent and a presence in history.” See Donald Worster, “Appendix: Doing Environmental
History,” in The Ends of the Earth: Perspectives on Modern Environmental History, ed.
Donald Worster (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 289 (quote). For a
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The African American community in Hancock County shared in a tradition of
craftsmanship and woods work that began with the earliest French efforts to train slaves as
ship carpenters and caulkers in colonial Louisiana. By the mid-nineteenth century, many
slaves were applying these skills at “the Gin,” a private landing established by Simon Favre
between the Pearl River sawmill towns of Gainesville and Pearlington. The Favre family’s
landing was a locus for the collection, ginning, and transshipment by flatboat of cotton
grown on the lower reaches of the river. In the 1840s, state efforts to clear and dredge the
river made it an important site for the construction and maintenance of steamboats and
other large vessels as well. Etienne Maxson got his start in bondage there riding “the mules
that turned the gin to mill the cotton.”49 He would eventually become one of the most well
respected ship builders on the river.
In 1845, when William James Poitevent acquired a contract to build a dry dock on
public property at Gainesville, he almost certainly tapped the experience of the area’s
enslaved artisans. As Etienne’s son Etienne William Maxson put it, “these colored men
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were constructive geniuses, even in slave time.”50 At the onset of the Civil War,
Gainesville’s facilities, its natural resources, and its skilled labor gave it a reputation for
producing both ships and floating dry-docks for service in the Crescent City. In an 1861
letter to the New Orleans Daily Picayune, officials from Hancock County announced
Poitevent had created a model gunboat for defense of the coast that was then “on its way
to Richmond.” Their statement reminded readers the towns of Gainesville and Pearlington
had “the timber, the mills, the boat yards, docks and ship carpenters” necessary to produce
as many vessels as the Confederacy desired.51
Etienne Maxson’s story illustrates the relatively propitious relationship between
white capitalists like Poitevent and the knowledgeable black woodsmen and seafarers of
the Gulf Coast. As was the case with Henri Necaise, Etienne ran goods across Union and
Confederate lines during the Civil War. He hauled cotton “from 45 to 50 miles through the
country to market, driving his team at night and hiding it away in the day time, for fear of

50

Transcript of Gainesville (Miss.) Advocate, December 27, 1845, in Gainesville
City Vertical File, Hancock County Historical Society, Bay St. Louis, Mississippi;
Maxson, The Progress of the Races, 10 (first quote).
51
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Poitevent Family Papers, Box 14, Mississippi Department of Archives and History,
Jackson, Mississippi.
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seizure.” Afterwards, while working as a ship carpenter building steamboats and schooners
on the Pearl River, his understanding of the swamps he navigated as a smuggler paid off in
a big way. His son recounted with pride that “whenever a stick of timber was needed at the
shipyard for a vessel, it was he who was sent to the forest to get it, because he knew the
forest and how to select the timber.” The elder Maxson earned “his first money as a free
man” by building “the schooner Hornet” for Joseph A. Favre, Simon Favre’s grandson and
vice president of the Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company. Favre was so appreciative of
his services he paid Etienne in gold, prompting the former slave to carry one twenty-dollar
gold piece as a souvenir until his death.52
Etienne Maxson was not alone in his constructive genius. In 1866, the New Orleans
Daily Picayune reported on the construction of a floating dry dock at Gainesville. The
“stupendous work” was one of several built on the Pearl River in the nineteenth century
and floated up the Mississippi River to Algiers, Louisiana, on the west bank of the river
across from New Orleans. The correspondent noted without surprise that the crew working
on the project consisted of “forty one white mechanics and laborers, at from $2 to $4 per
day, and 40 colored mechanics and laborers at $1.50 to $4 per day.”53 This fully integrated
and roughly equally paid work force offers valuable insight into one of the most elusive
questions in postbellum southern labor history: that of racially determined wage
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differentials. As historian Neil McMillen has shown, at least some lumber manufacturers
in Mississippi “preferred blacks not merely because they could be worked harder but
because they could be worked for less.”54 In Gainesville, where a freedman could supervise
the construction of a ship from the selection and sawing of timber all the way to completion,
it is clear that at least the most skilled black carpenters received equal pay for equal work.
In this sense, working conditions and pay on the Pearl were more akin to those on the docks
in New Orleans rather than the lumber industry in Mississippi writ large.55
This is not to say that Gainesville and its environs were sheltered from the South’s
system of white supremacy. As the Daily Picayune’s “Letter from Mississippi” insisted,
Hancock County was “a white man’s country, and deserves the attention of all who wish
to make money by labor or capital.” The article left no doubt that it was white men of
capital who retained mastery there. Describing the shipping magnate Octave F. Vallette’s
search for an appropriate site to build his “colossus,” the author stated at Gainesville
Vallette “found the right man with the means, the machinery, the skill, energy and
enterprise to supply the materials as fast as they were required – Capt. W. J. Poitevent.”
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From this perspective, the artistry of men like Etienne Maxson gained their value under the
aegis of industrial “captains” such as Vallette and Poitevent. Like the forests of Hancock
County, human labor was another resource to be exploited.56
If the founders of the Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company showed appreciation
for the talents of their best black artisans, their sentiments did not necessarily extend to
tradesmen working for other companies. Poitevent and Favre’s alleged incursions onto
African American land across the Pearl River in St. Tammany Parish, Louisiana illustrate
the ways by which lumber companies victimized black landowners at the expense of the
entire community. Lumber firms’ indiscriminate cutting on African American property –
often against their will and outside of the law – brought devastation to the forests of the
Gulf South and the cattle culture they had supported since the eighteenth century. The
conflict in St. Tammany gives some indication of these communities’ capacity to resist,
especially when white neighbors and relatives believed their interests were at stake too.
On September 13, 1874, the New Orleans Daily Picayune reported on “an outrage
… committed by a gang of negroes at St. Tammany.” A group of African Americans
warned Poitevent and Favre teamsters to stop hauling timber in the vicinity of Bayou
Bonfouca, on what the newspaper called “some indefinite pretenses.” The teamsters
refused. At nightfall the group returned to the Poitevent camp, where they found the
company supervisor alone, beat him with a club, and left him for dead. The violence
escalated the following evening, when two unidentified men intercepted twenty-year old
Samuel Poitevent at his residence as he was leaving to investigate the beating. Seeing that
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the men were armed and recognizing he was about to be attacked, Poitevent unloaded both
barrels of his double-barreled shotgun at his assailants. One was knocked down from the
blast. Both managed to escape. The Picayune noted an air of “intense excitement” in St.
Tammany Parish, with whites and blacks arming themselves in preparation for a riot that
never came.57
Events from the following year offer a possible explanation for the beating as well
as how a group of African Americans could take up arms against one of the most prominent
lumber companies in the South without immediate retribution. On July 10, 1875,
Republican newspaper editor John E. Leet wrote to the New Orleans Republican describing
conditions in the southern part of the parish on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain just
west of the Pearl River. Leet had been traveling the area with census enumerators. In his
estimation, “fully one-half the wealth is in the hands of the colored people. They own
schooners on the lake and brickyards, and large herds of cattle.” Their wealth was a product
of the capital flowing through the Gutter in the region’s lucrative coastal and circumCaribbean trade and the commodities that moved along Bayou Bonfouca to Lake
Pontchartrain and the global market at New Orleans. These resources were a prime
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example of the potential the Piney Woods Littoral held for black community development
and they were under attack.58
Leet alerted readers that “Mr. Poitevent, the noted mill owner of Pearlington,
Mississippi” was poaching timber from public land along Bayou Bonfouca as well as on
property owned by the African American community there. According to the folks Leet
spoke to, “Mr. Poitevent” carried with him “a contract for sixteen thousand pilings” to
build jetties at the mouth of the Mississippi River. He justified his actions with a permit
“from the United States government to cut timber not only on public land subject to
homestead entry, but also on the homesteads which the colored people have entered and
are occupying.” Leet was incredulous. He incorrectly argued such actions would have
nullified the homesteading contracts of local landowners, given that many of them had not
yet occupied their property for the five years necessary to certify their deeds. Yet removing
the valuable timber on their land without compensation would have amounted to an illegal
taking on the part of the government. In other words, the actions he attributed to the lumber
firm were outright theft that damaged the forest commons on which black and white
residents at Bonfouca ranged their cattle.59
Poitevent and Favre did have an agreement with James B. Eads and Company to
provide the lumber for jetties Eads was building at South Pass on the Mississippi River. In
fact, Eads had received authority to “use any materials on the public lands of the United
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States” for that purpose in the River and Harbor Act of 1875.60 As for his company’s
activities on private land at Bayou Bonfouca, Poitevent and Favre scion John Poitevent
invoked plausible deniability. In a rebuttal printed in the Republican he stated he was the
only Poitevent residing at Pearlington, had not acquired any timber for his contract with
Eads in the state of Louisiana, and had not visited Bayou Bonfouca in more than two years.
He left both the presence of his younger brother in the area in question and the previous
year’s conflict with members of the Bonfouca community unstated in his reply.61
Leet interrogated these silences in his own rejoinder a few days later. It didn’t
matter to him if John Poitevent hadn’t been to Bonfouca in two years, for someone bearing
the name Poitevent was there. Nor did it matter if the timber was cut for the jetties, as much
of what the Poitevent crews were cutting came not from public lands but private property.
In returning to the area after his initial letter, Leet actually spoke to a Poitevent steamboat
crew traveling up the bayou to supply more than one hundred men cutting timber in the
surrounding hills. The journalist admitted he might have erred “from a Southern point of
view … in making a publication based on the statements of colored men.” He therefore
supplemented his earlier comments with the assessment of a white man of French descent
named Terrence Cousin, “the oldest and richest citizen of that section.” According to
Cousin, “Mr. Poitevent was cutting timber not only on public land and homesteads but also
on private land that had been in the possession of a single family for more than a century.”
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Like his neighbors, the elderly brick manufacturer and merchant found the collapse of the
nearby forest troubling.62
Although the details of what transpired at Bonfouca are unclear, the war of words
between Leet and Poitevent and the black Bonfoucans’ attack on Poitevent’s teamster
reveal much about the cut-over color lines in the Gulf South’s forests. As Leet put it, black
and white landowners were “interspersed together … upon the most neighborly and
friendly terms … acting together for the mutual protection of their stock.” Free people of
color in the shipping industry owned significant property in the area as early as the 1850s,
while a number of black laborers took up homesteads there in the 1870s.63 As suggested
by the assault on the teamster, this integrated community’s willingness to protect each
other’s cattle apparently extended to protecting the pine hills they used as an open range.
The use of cudgels to enforce union discipline was an important part of the political style
on the docks in New Orleans, indicating that it may very well have been local sailors who
administered the beating. Such cooperation between black and white seafarers with shared
French surnames like Cousin and Pechon flies in the face of southern historians’ long
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association between free range herding and whiteness in the South, especially British
upland and Scots-Irish “Cracker culture.”64 In turn, it shows how following the water can
help identify difference in the Piney Woods.
The misrepresentation of contracts Leet described also points to a key intersection
between the South’s culture of white supremacy and the material collapse of the region’s
forests. Scholars have long recognized the ways by which lumber manufacturers abused
the Homestead Act of 1862, both by filing “dummy” claims through individuals who
eventually renounced the property and by clearing out the public domain around those
claims.65 This narrative of wholesale environmental loss and the erosion of the national
trust cuts over individual stories of depredation in which manufacturers and railroads took
advantage of widespread African American illiteracy to overstep their contracts. Leet
understood that education was critical; his first complaint on behalf of the black community
at Bayou Bonfouca began with a cry for schools. In 1875 black citizens could still rely on
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statewide Republican organizations to press their interests. Folks like those at Bonfouca
could also turn to their neighbors to support them when they took matters into their own
hands. As Jim Crow hardened in the following decades – as funding for black education
became even more scarce, as lynching exploded across the region, and as judges turned
their backs on black litigants – industrialists found an opportunity to harvest landed black
wealth for their own ends. This problem would only accelerate as railroads pressed ever
deeper into the woods.
If timber extraction was a threat to black capital, the economic activity generated
by firms like Poitevent and Favre and the specific geographies of the Piney Woods Littoral
nonetheless supported African American politics well into the twentieth century. The
intracoastal shipping routes connecting mills from Mobile to Lake Pontchartrain created
opportunities for African Americans to serve as postmasters and other federal agents for
decades after Reconstruction. Federal patronage in the form of “post-office
Republicanism” was thus interwoven with the deep history of the coast in a way that gave
black politics resilience in a time of widespread disfranchisement and racial violence. As
Neil McMillen has argued, “post-office Republicanism” sustained a spirit of political
engagement and a rejection of politics as “‘white folks’ business’” through the period of
black disfranchisement that began in the 1890s.66 It also created a tradition of African
American organizing that Pass Christian activist Lawrence Guyot would draw upon as he
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and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party worked to advance African American
participation in Mississippi’s politics in the mid-1960s.67
Such opportunities appeared at several levels of the federal bureaucracy. Most were
tied to water. As Etienne William Maxson noted, “Joseph Graves was the first colored man
to hold political office on Pearl River. He was first appointed Harbor Master at Ship Island,
Miss., during Reconstruction days.” Graves would go on to serve as postmaster in the
coastal packet service at Pearlington and as justice of the peace. Maxson’s own career
played out in similar fashion. Between 1891 and 1892 he was “Deputy Collector of Internal
Revenue” at the US Customs House in New Orleans, an important center of African
American political power for the entire region. For seventeen years, between 1899 and
1916, he worked as postmaster at Pearlington. His descendants would remain engaged with
the post office for generations. Just prior to World War I, Maxson’s years of service netted
him a string of positions in Washington despite the return of a Democrat to the
presidency.68
All of these conditions created a racial system more akin to those the black sailors
on the lower Pearl experienced in places like Havana. Along the Mississippi Gulf Coast
whites, Catholic descendants of free people of color, and Protestant freedpeople lived
together in communities that were undoubtedly marked by white supremacy, but that
exhibited far less violence and political oppression than much of the South. Lawrence
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Guyot attributed these features to the long-term influence of the Catholic church. Yet this
cannot account for the parallel systems that developed in coastal communities like Bay St.
Louis, with its antebellum tradition of elite black politics, and in working-class river towns
like Pearlington and Gainesville. Guyot’s grandfather, Louis Joseph Piernas, was in fact a
descendant of freed people of color and a postmaster who served as the chairman of the
Hancock County Republican Party for 65 years. In the 1930s, he and other African
Americans along the coast told Works Progress Administration interviewers they had
always been able to vote.69
Etienne William Maxson, the son of a former slave at Gainesville, concurred. As
he put it, “We have had pretty fair elections in Hancock County. But I would not attempt
to say that the politics of this county is a criterion for all the counties in the state.” He was
right. The terrorism that rocked the state’s elections in during and after Reconstruction
remained concentrated in the clay hills that characterized most of Mississippi’s pine
country. In the Piney Woods Littoral, black power flowed toward the coast.70
In contrast, the freedpeople of Washington Parish, Louisiana experienced white
supremacy as an environmental predicament that shaped their earliest postbellum political
struggles. Yet this is not to say that they simply rolled over to domination. Isham
Buckhalter told a congressional sub-committee investigating voter intimidation in the 1868
presidential election “I did not take any part in politics the first year that I was free.” He
69
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opened his eyes to the Republican Party when white ministers drove the entire African
American community from the churches of the parish. Buckhalter had toiled there for more
than two decades, and his wife and mother were both long-time members of the Methodist
church. White congregants informed their brethren they would have to build their own
churches if they wanted to worship, yet they “had no land to build them on and nothing to
build them with.” Isham Magee told the committee he joined the party because black
Republicans in New Orleans had “plenty to eat,” along with churches and schools. “I
cannot help but thinking … that if the power was in the hands of the negroes there would
be a heap more cotton made than there is.”71 Regardless of their landlords’ politics, both
men agreed the Democratic Party held no legitimate claim to providing for them.
Democrats did claim Washington Parish’s best farmland as well as its means of
production, and they leveraged both in an 1868 election “carried by the knife and revolver.”
Patterns of land distribution dating back to the French and Spanish colonial period placed
the fertile lands that cut across the center of the parish along the Bogue Chitto River in the
hands of a few white families. From their privileged geographic position, they enjoyed
access to water power to support small industry and the ability to restrict movement across
the region. Republican registrar Charles Benedict testified he “heard Mr. Magee, who owns
a flour mill, and cotton gin, and saw-mill” tell black farmers “he would not grind their corn
71
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nor saw a bit of lumber for them unless they voted the way he wanted.” Benedict also stated
he “saw old man Buckhalter,” a ferry operator on the Bogue Chitto, “knock a colored man
on the head with a heavy loaded cane because he hesitated to vote the democratic ticket.”72
The two proprietors joined a number of other large landholders in threatening to drive black
tenants off the land if they supported the Republican Party.

Figure 2.5  

Washington Parish in 1848

Detail from John La Tourrette, La Tourrette’s Reference Map of the State of Louisiana:
From the Original Surveys of the United States, Which Show the Townships, Sections, or
Mile Squares, Spanish Grants, Settlement Rights, & c., also the Plantations with the
Owners Names Engraved Thereon (New Orleans: John La Tourrette, 1853). Map
retrieved from the Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2006629760/.
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While the congressional record is surprisingly silent on the first names of these
local Democrats, they were most likely Jacob Magee and Henry T. Burkhalter. Both men
were listed as slaveholders on the same page of the 1850 census slave schedules, both
signed a resolution condemning the seating of Republican William Pitt Kellogg in the
contested 1872 gubernatorial race, and “Burkhalter and Magee’s mill” was a voter
registration site for the parish into the twentieth century. Residents chose Jacob Magee as
their delegate to Louisiana’s state senate in 1868, demonstrating the close personal stake
he held in the outcome of the vote.73 The weeks leading up to the election were marked by
widespread Ku Klux Klan violence across the South and Washington Parish’s Democratic
elite were clearly taking no chances. Facing a dual campaign strategy of murder and
starvation, black citizens either voted Democratic or chose not to vote at all.74
Although Isham Buckhalter and Isham Magee attested to the efficacy of physical
and economic intimidation in deciding their vote, they both claimed continued self73
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determination.75 As a “leading man” in his community, Isham Buckhalter had been “KuKluxed” a week before the election. A gang of fifteen to twenty masked riders broke into
the house he rented, forcing him to flee into the swamp as they burned a set of Republican
ballots, fired a rifle and pistol through his roof, and shouted warnings about a man they
“left swung up about thirty-five miles from there.” Isham Magee stated he saw nightriders
travel through his neighborhood too, prompting “a good many” of his neighbors to head
“into the bushes.” The two farmers told congressional investigators they received eviction
threats from their landlords together with warnings their corn would not be milled if they
voted for Republicans. Buckhalter further testified he was forced to travel thirty-five miles
into the next parish to find a mill willing to grind his crop. Upon casting Democratic ballots,
both men received protection certificates. The documents bore the signature of Robert
Babington, a merchant, postmaster, Klan member, and chairman of the local Democratic
central committee. Area whites recognized the certificates as authorization for
employment, trade, and the provision of essential services.76
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Even after voting against their principles, the black farmers of Washington Parish
did not simply cave to Democratic politics. Their actions after the election of 1868 drive
home the ways in which rural expressions of white supremacy rested on both
environmental control and bonds of mutual dependence. In response to questions regarding
his view of white politics in the countryside, Isham Magee insisted “if I am a free man I
must be at liberty to do as I please,” including befriending the “people who befriended us.”
Isham Buckhalter reacted sharply to the suggestion that mill owners and landlords had the
right to demand allegiance to “the party which was able to support you, and help you, and
give you work” by stating “if I pay a man for doing anything, I think that that ought to be
enough.” He then elaborated on the consequences of white manipulation, telling
investigators “after the election they were all keener to grind our corn than we were to bring
it to them.”77 For operators feeling the sting of African American economic backlash, the
zealous pursuit of political control and racial domination cut both ways. Mill owners gained
much of the corn they brought to market as payments for grinding sharecroppers’ harvests.
These relationships, like those of landlord and laborer, created opportunities for black
farmers to push back against white domination.78
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Like black communities across the South, the freedpeople of Washington Parish
exited the Civil War with a decided thirst for land. Former slaves understood land
ownership as the foundation for economic security, the wellspring of independent action,
and as a safeguard against the sort of manipulation Isham Magee and Isham Buckhalter
experienced in the 1868 election. The drive for independence led blacks to reject wage
labor, which to them implied a degree of white oversight reminiscent of slavery, in favor
of forms of tenancy like renting and sharecropping that provided a greater degree of
autonomy for farm families.79 Yet the concentration of the best land in the hands of white
elites and the condition of the countryside after four years of intense warfare became
significant impediments for aspiring black smallholders.80 So too did state policies under
the Republican Party, which favored taxation as a way of breaking up estates rather than
direct redistribution and which produced more hostility than results. At the federal level,
the 1866 Southern Homestead Act was specifically designed to aid African Americans but
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proved less effective at placing the public domain in the hands of freedpeople than its
Radical Republican authors anticipated, in no small part due to the recalcitrance of white
land agents.81 The ways in which African Americans in Washington Parish overcame these
stumbling blocks to rise out of sharecropping and become landowners in their own right
highlight the importance of local environmental features in shaping the individual
experience of Emancipation.82
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In a set of ethnographic interviews carried out by sociologist Horace Mann Bond
in the fall of 1934, John Wilson laid out a richly-detailed narrative that facilitates
comparisons of the geography and social relations of black land acquisition across distinct
physiographic regions in the South. Wilson understood the importance of following the
water, and his oral history of African American communities along the tributaries of the
Bogue Chitto River paid careful attention to enduring connections between pine upland
and river bottomland in the Piney Woods. In describing the movement of black farmers out
of the bottomlands of the Bogue Chitto after Emancipation, he told Bond “the people
settled up and down the creek for the benefit of the water, both white settlers and Colored.”
Wilson defined the surrounding forests as “ranges” where cattle were allowed to “roam out
in the hills.” African American communities fanned out to the east of the old Bogue Chitto
plantations, occupying the upland soils stretching along Hays Creek, Jamieson Creek, and
Lawrence Creek. There they adopted the culture of free-range herding and small-scale
farming that had sustained white farmers in the region since the middle of the eighteenth
century.83
As the experiences of Isham Magee and Isham Buckhalter suggest, the appearance
of these landowning communities was by no means a given. In 1868, after all, African
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Americans in Washington Parish had neither schools, nor churches, nor land on which to
build them. They likewise faced eviction and murder at the hands of planters, merchants,
and poor whites hoping to destroy the local Republican Party. Yet John Wilson identified
white aid as a critical element in the process of black land acquisition. Describing the
homestead claims of Jimmie Hart and George Magee outside the small town of Hackley,
Wilson noted “the white people were interested in them and told them how to homestead
land.” A June 23, 1896 patent issued to Jimmie Hart under the terms of the Homestead Act
of 1862 lists 121.77 acres of land above the headwaters of Jamieson Creek. George Magee
received a patent for 120.55 acres near Hays Creek on October 22, 1896.84 Wilson was
describing a tendency within the white community that could never fully mitigate white
supremacy, but that did run counter to the depredations of greedy landlords and the political
violence that marked southern elections throughout Reconstruction. Far from being a
contradiction, this current reflected entangled economic interests as well as ties of
friendship and family.85
The economic and social importance of antebellum miscegenation and the
patronage it informed is evident among Washington Parish’s black community. As Bond
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argued, “the fact that racial miscegenation was an accepted pattern of life on this raw
frontier” and the “abundance of free land, open under the Government to homestead entry”
together helped raise “the status of Negroes in the Parish as compared to other comparable
regions in the South.” Indeed, planter and Democratic stalwart Jacob Magee, his father
John Magee, and his brother Fleet Magee all took enslaved mistresses.86 George Magee,
for example, was one of several children Jacob fathered by a series of slaves. Two of them,
George and his half-brother Green, became successful farmers after Emancipation. Jacob
was a jealous man who murdered a slave who had been intimate with Green’s mother
Minerva, then sold her to a neighbor. Yet he was almost certainly one of the white people
who helped George and Green enter their homestead claims. In 1880, Jacob’s brother Fleet
sold Green two hundred acres of land between his own residence and unoccupied public
land for two dollars per acre. In 1899, Jacob sold fifty acres of land near the confluence of
Hays Creek and Jamieson Creek to Green for three dollars per acre. Given the white
Magee’s willingness to sell land to Green on easy terms in close proximity to their own
residences, it is hard to imagine that they would not also help him and his brother acquire
homesteads.87
86

Horace Mann Bond, “Portrait of Washington Parish,” in Horace Mann Bond
and Julia W. Bond, The Star Creek Papers, Adam Fairclough, ed. (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1997), 11 (quotes). On the complexities of interracial kinship in
Washington Parish, see Bond’s genealogical charts of the Magee and Wilson families,
Bond Papers, part 2, reel 30, frames 38-65. On the ways in which miscegenation created
lasting networks of influence and wealth in the antebellum period, see Joshua D.
Rothman, Notorious in the Neighborhood: Sex and Families across the Color Line in
Virginia, 1787-1861 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 88-91.
87

“Notes about the Wilson and Magee Families,” Bond Papers, part 2, reel 30,
frame 9; Bond, “Forty Acres and A Mule,” 98-99; Fleet Magee to Green Magee, January
10, 1880, Conveyance Book 1, 457-458 Washington Parish Clerk of Court’s Office,
66

Racism coursed through the structures of governance both inside and outside
Washington Parish, making the support of powerful white planters all the more valuable.
In his study of homesteading in the South after the Civil War, historian Claude F. Oubre
found the registrar in the General Land Office in New Orleans held little regard for the
claims of aspiring black landowners. Freedmen with clerical errors on their paperwork
found their certificates invalidated without warning, robbing them of a year or more of
work on the land even when the error was the registrar’s own. Those facing trespassers
who claimed to have homesteaded the land in their own right could expect little more than
a letter certifying their claim was correct because the land office had no authority to
adjudicate disputes. “Things like that happen to impede the progress of the Colored
people,” John Wilson lamented. He told Bond “the land I live on now was once owned by
a Colored man,” but “white folks homesteaded him out of it.”88 In these cases, illiteracy
and an inability to pay for court costs could leave black claimants with nothing to show for
their efforts.
Jacob and Fleet Magee’s patronage held important political and cultural
implications for African Americans throughout Washington Parish. By helping Green
Magee acquire the land used to build the community’s Jerusalem Church, they indirectly
Franklinton, Louisiana (hereinafter cited as WCOC) J. W. Magee to Green Magee,
December 16, 1899, Conveyance Book 3, 476-477, WCOC. While it is impossible to
determine from the deeds whether or not the land was forested, both transactions were at
reasonable rates for cut-over land in the region and were absolute steals for land
containing timber. See William G. Smith and William T. Carter, Jr. “Soil Survey of the
McNeill Area, Mississippi,” in Field Operations of the Bureau of Soils, 1903.
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contributed to the epicenter of African American culture and politics in the area. The
church sat in the center one of the bands of black settlement situated between the Bogue
Chitto and Hays Creek, and most likely expanded into a constellation of other churches
and schools spread throughout the north-central portion of the parish. Wilson described the
genesis of the four black schools there by stating they were “once one school” and that
“folks from all that section would come to Jerusalem Church.”89 Given the dearth of
churches and schools Isham Buckhalter and Isham Magee noted in the late 1860s, and the
significant overlap between the two institutions in the antebellum period, Jerusalem Church
was probably the first of either for black residents in the parish. The church was also the
locus of Republican activities long after the party lost control of the state government in
1877.90
Just as personal ties of kinship and affection could never offset the indignities and
violence of white supremacy, neither could they ensure black subservience. Despite Jacob
Magee’s efforts to quash the Republican Party, his black half-brother Wade Hampton
Magee was head of “the Republican central committee” and ran a local post office with his
nephew Green from at least 1888 to 1901.91 While Louisiana’s 1898 constitution
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disfranchised most African Americans, landed, literate blacks in Washington Parish who
were able to pay poll taxes retained the ability to vote through the beginning of the
twentieth century. The collapse of black political activity there came just one month before
the Magee family lost control of their local post office, in a November 1901 riot that Bond
called “an unhappy sequel to Negro participation in politics.” As Wilson recalled, African
Americans had gathered at a camp meeting to discuss upcoming elections when a group of
armed whites surrounded them. With their tempers aroused by a recent immolation of a
black teenager, and fearing the meeting had been called to seek reprisal, the mob initiated
a gun battle that left at least three whites and twelve blacks dead.92
Although patronage may have helped them gain their land, men like Wade
Hampton and Green Magee were able to secure bonds as postmasters and retain their
political independence precisely because they were good farmers. Their success defies the
easy associations between soil fertility and rural poverty in the Piney Woods that gained
significant political traction during the Great Depression. As sociologist Rupert B. Vance
suggested in 1933, “if cotton is grown continuously on long-leaf pine areas the early settlers
observed that the yield decreased over a half from the first year to the third.”93 Left unstated
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in Vance’s analysis is that fact that, having made this observation, early settlers did not
grow cotton continuously on long-leaf pine areas. As early as 1841 journalist J. F. H.
Claiborne described a typical pattern of Piney Woods agriculture black farmers in
Washington Parish would still be using a century later. “On this farm,” he observed, “a few
acres are cow-penned and planted for bread; an acre or two for rice; but the main crop is
the sweet potato.”94 Claiborne identified the sweet potato as a critical element of an
agroecosystem in which the crop provided nutrition for humans and animals alike. Piney
Woods farmers ranged cattle and hogs in the woods, but fattened them for slaughter on
potatoes, corn, and scraps. Families even proved able to cook entire meals out of the
vegetable. For Claiborne, the sweet potato was the lynchpin of subsistence on soils too thin
to grow corn or cotton.95
supported reforestation or disposal of cut-over lands. As reforestation became
mainstream, discussion of the agricultural potential of the Piney Woods fell by the
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allow permanent fire damage to the range. Hilgard, like Claiborne, noted the importance
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Not all soils in the Piney Woods were incapable of growing corn or cotton though.
Most of the upland soils between Jamieson Creek, Hays Creek, and Lawrence Creek fell
into the Ruston and Orangeburg soil series. As field agents for the US Bureau of Soils
explained in 1928, “the typical Ruston fine sandy loam occupies nearly 20 per cent of the
area of the parish, and is at present the most important farming soil in the area. Probably
25 per cent of its area is cultivated, 20 per cent is forested, and the rest is cut-over land.”
The field agents identified corn as the most important crop on the parish’s Ruston soils,
noting that farmers had shifted cotton production to “warmer soils” that “hasten maturity”
in order to avoid depredation by the boll weevil (a problem that did not exist for Louisiana
farmers until the turn of the twentieth century). They further described the Orangeburg fine
sandy loam as “among the best farming land in the parish.” Soil scientists working in
adjacent Hancock County, Mississippi two decades earlier found Orangeburg sandy loam
supporting “cotton, corn, sugar cane, and forage crops, as well as such truck crops as sweet
potatoes, Irish potatoes, turnips, and strawberries.” While soils certainly do change with
time, and sometimes rapidly, the lingering presence of uncut, old-growth forests in the
parish gave these field agents an opportunity to compare these soils in different stages of
clearing and cultivation. As such, their observations offer a reliable assessment of
conditions in the preceding decades.96
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John Wilson’s description of a one mule farm in the Piney Woods drives home just
how important forest land was to the region’s farmers. He began working his own property
in 1899, planting his first crop on a fifty-acre tract of “green pine woods” he purchased
from a white man he had known since childhood. Outlining the fruits of his first year on
the property with his new wife, Wilson said “I grew plenty of corn and sweet potatoes and
I had plenty of syrup. In the Fall I would split rails and clear up the land.” He took
advantage of the logging railroad the Great Southern Lumber Company built nearby a few
years later to clear his property, as it gave him access to a ready firewood market in New
Orleans. Yet he retained a significant amount of forest cover on his land. The typical fortyacre farm he outlined for Bond based on his family’s plot contained 30 acres of farmland
for cotton, corn, and a small garden, 3 acres of pasture, and 7 acres of woodland. Wilson
explained that hogs “run in woods – anybody’s woods” while farmers supplemented their
forage with corn. To accommodate two milk cows and a mule on three acres, he
recommended oats or “clover sown in oats.” Production of the “600 to 800 pounds” of
meat he deemed necessary for a family of eight thus required the careful use of each
element of the farm as well as the open range. Changes in the scale and intensity of
lumbering, particularly the introduction of railroad logging with massive steam skidders
that dragged entire trees through the forest, circumscribed these practices by transforming
the open range into a wasteland.97
changes in land use, see Daniel D. Richter, Jr. and Daniel Markewitz, Understanding Soil
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The region’s long history of discrimination, bound up in part with African
Americans’ lack of access to education and their vulnerability before the courts, thus
exacerbated the problems posed by widespread clearcutting. As with Poitevent and Favre
at Bonfouca, in Washington Parish lumber firms took advantage of some black
landowners’ illiteracy to scalp their land of far more timber than their contracts stipulated.
“Some of the old folks did not know one letter from the other,” Wilson said; If “you do not
know they would do you the same thing.” Even those with the resources to defend
themselves were at risk. A man listed in Bond’s notes as Jake Elder, for example, owned
“160 acres of pine timber” on which he raised what Wilson praised as “fine steers.” After
agreeing to sell forty acres of timber he found the firms’ crews actually harvested trees
from eighty acres. When the company argued the land in question had not contained forty
acres of timber, thereby necessitating the extra cut, Elder spent his payments in a failed suit
for restitution. For farmers that depended on their woodlands to provide forage such a loss
could prove devastating, particularly as clearcutting lowered the carrying capacity of the
surrounding countryside.98
As Wilson recalled, such transactions were part of a broader pattern of cheating on
the part of what he called “the syndicate” working for “the lumber interest” as well as the
railroads. While no record for Jake Elder exists in Washington Parish’s conveyance
documents, Wilson was probably talking about Jacob Elzey and his son Eli J. Elzey. In
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1890 Jacob Elzey homesteaded 160 acres along “a little old creek” that flowed into Hays
Creek. In turn, Eli J. Elzey homesteaded an adjacent 35.60-acre lot on which he signed a
timber cutting contract with the firm H.C. Bailey and Bro. in 1907. Wilson further
described “one man who homesteaded 160 acres of land” with the “finest timber that ever
grew in that section and the K. and E. (Kentwood and Eastern) Railroad put a railroad
through his place of business.” This trial does exist, and it demonstrates the strong
understanding of the relationship between fire and reforestation on the part of Piney Woods
farmers. 99
In 1903, a white farmer named W. J. Alford sold a parcel of timber along with a
right of way to secure it to M. M. Sanders and Son for two hundred dollars. Sanders and
Son subsequently sold the contract to the Brooks Scanlon Lumber Company. In 1909, in
conjunction with the Kentwood and Eastern, the company harvested his timber and built a
more or less permanent line across his fields, by which the firms began transporting “many
millions of feet of timber” from tracts outside Alford’s property. Alford’s 1910 and 1911
lawsuits against the firms were extraordinary for their time. In a period when many
companies were still debating the relative merits of reforestation, Alford argued the land
had “been cut over about two years and the same would have made some progress toward
reforestation, but the ground used by the said railroad has been kept clear of all timber.”
He also demonstrated a keen perception of the seasonality of fire, stating fires started by
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locomotives had burned “over his land so often and out of season killing many young trees
that any reforestation has been prevented.” Alford sued for $250, but estimated that his
total damages were closer to $2,000. These values had nothing to do with the acre of
property taken by the railroad, but instead the future value of his forest holdings. Judge
Thomas Burns concurred, ordering Brooks Scanlon to pay for damages and cease operating
the railroad.100
That a white man like Alford could afford, and reasonably expect, to seek
compensation against extraordinarily powerful lumber firms where a black man like Elder
(Elzey) could not is a prime example of the social and environmental blowback of Jim
Crow emphasized by historian Adrienne Petty.101 In a shared agriculture in which white
and black herdsmen both felt the loss of open woodland, the entire community was
damaged when firms could prey upon black landowners with impunity. This is not to
suggest that the suffering was similar. It was not. African Americans found misplaced
justice before the bar in a way that was routine, and all too often when their lives were at
stake. Moreover, the threat lumber firms posed to African American landownership was
simultaneously a threat to their autonomy and basic citizenship rights in a way that was
incomparable for white folks. These threats, shared or not, played out across the South in
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ways that have largely escaped the attention of environmental and civil rights historians
alike.
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BLACK PROTESTS
In the swampy spaces of the Piney Woods Littoral, black power flowed toward the
coast. The same currents that sustained San Malo’s rebels as they broke free from the
plantation regime in and around New Orleans fed the aspirations and imaginations of the
Crescent City’s African American population through slavery and freedom. Conversely,
the same environments that inspired the Afro-Creole authors of Les Cenelles to honor a
backwoods delicacy served at the finest tables of the South’s most cosmopolitan city
supported a tradition of black activism that spanned the last six decades of the nineteenth
century. These men weren’t just authors bound together in a literary circle. Some were
artisans, soldiers, healers, and mystics who formed mutual aid societies organized by
trade.102 They reached to the earth and the forests for raw materials just as they did for
102
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metaphors. Their intellectual and physical labor were of one piece, carved together from
the natural world around them. Tracing this intersection of the mental and the material,
both on the land and in their associations, is essential for understanding how African
Americans in New Orleans mobilized to combat Jim Crow segregation after the Civil
War.103
Black power flowed along the coast too. The lateral movement of brackish water
in and out of Lake Pontchartrain through the Gutter proved just as important as the
freshwater that pooled in upland swamps before draining down the Mississippi or the Pearl.
The intracoastal trade between these two rivers and the Gulf gave men like Etienne William
Maxson a stake in Republican patronage that withstood multiple attempts to drive the party
from the South – and to drive African Americans from the party. He was not alone. The
U.S. Customs House in New Orleans where Maxson got his start weighing sugar was a
critical site of Republican Party organization from the close of the Civil War through the
end of the nineteenth century. Jobs there, like the post office commissions available
between New Orleans and Mobile, rewarded party loyalty and helped Republicans
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maintain a foothold in Louisiana and Mississippi even as their hopes of winning statewide
elections diminished. Indeed, the Customs House employed several of the black
Republicans who spearheaded resistance to Louisiana’s Separate Car Act of 1890, both
before and after their defeat at the hands of the Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896).104
In 1890 these strands of art, craftsmanship, shipping, and patronage came together
with the creation of the Comité de Citoyens under the leadership of Customs House
veterans Rodolphe Desdunes and Louis Martinet. The group was the product of a specific
moment, formed to fight the spread of segregation on the railroads by challenging the
constitutionality of the Separate Car Act. Yet it gained its momentum from decades of
organizational work by free people of color in New Orleans that antedated the publication
of Les Cenelles and that intimately involved some of the work’s authors. Placed in its
environmental context, this long arc of activism shows how the battle against the Jim Crow
car was part of a broader struggle over racial violence and exclusion in the industrializing
southern countryside. To stop white supremacy in its tracks, the Comité de Citoyens and
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their allies tapped a current of resistance that reached far into the Gulf South’s interior and
a tradition of black militancy as old as the legend of San Malo.
The genesis of the Comité de Citoyens began not with the passage of the Separate
Car Act of 1890 but instead in the mid-1830s, with the formation of two of the Crescent
City’s most important and long-running African American benevolent associations. The
groups were born from a schism between elite businessmen and skilled middle-class
workers in the city’s French-speaking Afro-Creole community. As Rodolphe Desdunes put
it in his history of the Afro-Creoles, “the upper class, composed of professional men …had
formed the Société d’Economie, which confined its membership to those Creoles with
tendencies toward exclusiveness.”105 In 1834, craftsmen responded in kind by forming their
own Société des Artisans. Despite their class differences, the membership of both societies
shared French and Spanish ancestry and a status as freedpeople that distinguished them
from the slaves of antebellum New Orleans.106 They also maintained an affinity for French
and French-Caribbean culture that was evident in the poetry collected in Les Cenelles.
Moreover, both organizations included veterans who had fought alongside Andrew
Jackson against the British in 1815 during the Battle of New Orleans. This legacy of
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military participation and patriotism would later shape the identity of the Comité de
Citoyens.
Victor Séjour, an accomplished playwright who gained fame in both the United
States and France, was the son of a quartermaster who fought under Jackson and a member
of the Société des Artisans along with his father and brothers. Historian Roland C.
McConnell has described the organization of craftsmen as a sort of literary society in its
own right. It gave members, including veterans of the Battle of New Orleans and their
families, a “sounding board for literary expression” and for “secret criticism of the power
structure in New Orleans.”107 After joining in 1834, the seventeen-year-old Séjour
presented his first composition to the Artisans. Rodolphe Desdunes called the piece a
“satire on the bizarre conduct of those who disdained their compatriots.” In other words,
the work was a critique of the Société d’Economie. In 1836 Séjour left for France to further
his education. He never returned.108
Séjour didn’t fully forsake the New Orleans literary scene though. His 1841 poem
“The Return of Napoleon” appeared stateside four years later in Les Cenelles. The piece
gave Séjour his popular breakthrough in France. Yet by placing the poem in the context of
the geography, agriculture, and economy of antebellum New Orleans, it can be interpreted
as a continuation of the coded themes Desdunes found in the young prodigy’s work. Taking
up the voice of Napoleon in exile on St. Helena, Sejour wrote:
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No, no, it is not I whom the unworthy English
Like a captive lion keep locked up on this isle.
It is you, noble France.
It is you, your future, your power, your glories
Your twenty years of combat, your twenty years of victories
Not I, not I.109
These were powerful lines from a man who deserted the “Isle of Orleans” two decades
after the conclusion of the War of 1812, when a cadre of Afro-Creole volunteers helped
Andrew Jackson crush the British forces at New Orleans. In the interim, the elite members
of the Société d’Economie made a killing in the “market revolution,” the massive expansion
of capitalist markets that transformed American life and the nation’s economy after the
war.110 Although they set themselves up as arbiters of French culture in the black
community, their participation in the cotton and slave markets locked them in a sphere of
Anglo-American influence along with their white French-speaking relatives. Séjour could
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not have fully foreseen the coming Civil War and the subsequent collapse of the city’s
tripartite racial system alongside the institution of slavery. Yet he almost certainly
recognized the tenuous nature of the Afro-Creoles’ power and glory, situated as they were
somewhere in between the social status of their French and African kinfolk. For his part,
Séjour watched the crisis from afar in self-imposed exile.
Reading “The Return of Napoleon” in this way highlights the intellectual
dimensions of the conflict between the Société d’Economie and the Société des Artisans.
As merchants and businessmen, the members of Economie maintained direct financial
interests in the slave economy of New Orleans. In contrast, the Artisans and other middleclass benevolent associations practiced trades like carpentry, shipbuilding, and ironwork
their families had often honed in slavery. In the words of one member of Dieu Nous
Protege, a society formed in 1844 with a name meaning “God Protect Us,” the organization
existed to “obtain the liberation of the other unfortunate members of their race held in
subjugation.”111 Given that Victor Séjour’s family was itself quite wealthy, and that his
1837 abolitionist short story “The Mulatto” included graphic depictions of murder and
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In the 1930s Harry Walker found that eighteen percent of the male heads of
household he interviewed in the city’s benevolent societies were foremen, skilled
workers, or semi-skilled workers in manufacturing. This figure was undoubtedly higher
for the Artisans in the mid-nineteenth century. See Walker, Negro Benevolent Societies in
New Orleans, 34 (quote), 114. On the expertise of Louisiana’s free and enslaved
carpenters, blacksmiths, and ironworkers, including their engineering contributions to
sugar manufacturing and the state’s petroleum industry, see Marcus Christian, Negro
Ironworkers in Louisiana, 1718-1900 (Gretna, LA: Pelican, 1972), 22-35.
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sexual violence under slavery, his decision to join the Artisans with the rest of his family
was clearly ideological.112
This interpretation also sheds light on a causal disagreement between historians
regarding the motivations of the Afro-Creole community during the Civil War. Caryn
Cossé Bell has rebuked decades of scholarship that she claimed treated the free people of
color who joined the Confederate Army as “self-serving opportunists” who switched sides
once the Union Army captured New Orleans.”113 For Bell, these accounts ignored a long
tradition of political protest among the Afro-Creole population and the extent to which they
were operating under the threat of secessionist violence. Rejecting questions of
opportunism as well as coercion, Justin Nystrom suggested that class distinctions, kinship
with powerful white Creoles, and a sense of manly honor motivated elite Afro-Creoles to
fight for the Confederacy – and particularly their native state of Louisiana.114 Like June
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family obligations and contraband trading in wartime Natchez, Mississippi, see Jarret
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Poitevent, who volunteered for the Confederate Army then served as a civilian employee
of the Union Army after his capture, they held multiple loyalties that shifted in emphasis
over the course of the war.
When read as part of the critical tradition of the Société des Artisans, Séjour’s “The
Return of Napoleon” highlights these competing loyalties within the Afro-Creole
community as a whole. Armand Lanusse was the editor of Les Cenelles and one of the free
people of color who volunteered for the Confederacy as part of the Louisiana Native
Guards. As the principle of the Catholic School for Indigent Orphans of Color, he went so
far as to refuse General Benjamin F. Butler’s order that the American flag be flown over
all public buildings upon the Union Army’s capture of New Orleans. Rodolphe Desdune
explained that “Lanusse was first and foremost a Louisianian” but “his pride in being
Creole was more dear to him than his being a Louisianian.”115 Lanusse eventually
apologized for his actions and became an advocate for African American immigration to
escape brutality at the hands of white southerners. His calculus of loyalties as a
Louisianian, an Afro-Creole, and an African American shifted once the war was over and
white southerners began enacting Jim Crow legislation like the Separate Car Act. On the
question of immigration and the merits of alliance with the white community in New
Orleans, Séjour had long since come to the same conclusion for himself.116
Ruminski, “‘Tradyville’: The Contraband Trade and the Problem of Loyalty in Civil War
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Latortue and Adams, “Preface,” in Les Cenelles, xxv. Desdunes suggested
“Lanusse could not attack the institution of slavery nor deplore its existence, because his
friends said nothing about it in Les Cenelles. In other words he could in no way become
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Still, the wealthy free people of color in New Orleans did turn out for the Union.
Officers in the Louisiana Native Guards cached the weapons they raised for the
Confederacy in the salle d’Economie and Lanusse’s Catholic School for Indigent Orphans
of Color but soon redeployed them in the service of the United States. Through close
attention to Desdunes’s use of “Creole” and “Creole of color” in his discussion of the
Native Guards, Justin Nystrom has shown that one of the officers, Charles St. Albin
Sauvinet, likely stepped across the color line and passed as white to organize a meeting
between the former Native Guards and General Butler.117 Here the connections between
white and Afro-Creoles yielded an opportunity for all African Americans in New Orleans
to further a tradition of military participation that had been denied under the Confederacy.
Whereas the First Louisiana Native Guards existed largely as a ceremonial unit, the Second
Louisiana Native Guards spent much of the war guarding the Mississippi Gulf Coast from
partisan attacks. A detachment also joined the siege at Port Hudson, Louisiana, the last
Confederate stronghold on the Mississippi River.118
an agitator, because he would have been the only one agitating.” While this is more or
less true of the work as a whole, here Desdunes was disregarding his own suggestion
about the subaltern nature of the Société des Artisans literary tradition in which Victor
Séjour cut his teeth. It is also quite possible that he was unaware of “The Mulatto,” which
he does not mention among his discussion of Séjour’s accomplishments. See Desdunes,
Our People and Our History, 20.
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Edwin C. Bearss’s analysis of Company E of the Second Regiment, Second
Louisiana Native Guards shows the unit provided an opportunity to serve for African
Americans from a broad set of backgrounds, not just elite Afro-Creoles. “Of the 89 men”
in Company E, he found that “29 listed their complexion as black, 38 as fair, 7 as brown,
and 18 as griff. The occupations represented were: cigarmakers, 18; shoemakers, 10;
bricklayers, 8; carpenters, 7; masons, 3; coachmen, 2; laborers, 29; and engineers,
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Two postwar institutions, the Metropolitan Police and Louisiana State Militia,
furthered the tradition of African American military service in Louisiana. As with
Jackson’s volunteers and the Louisiana Native Guards, their memory informed the
militancy of the Comité de Citoyens in the last decade of the nineteenth century. Moreover,
the organizations’ collapse during Reconstruction contributed to a culture of agrarian
violence in Louisiana that raised the stakes of the Committee’s activism far beyond a
contest over the segregation of public accommodations. Tracing the fate of the
Metropolitan Police in relation to Louisiana’s tumultuous politics and the evolution of rural
violence in the Piney Woods Littoral after the Civil War is necessary to understand the full
scope of activism carried out by the Comité de Citoyens in the 1890s.
In 1868, Republican governor Henry Clay Warmoth created the State Militia and
Metropolitan Police as a means of solidifying his party’s position in a state that had just
witnessed the widespread intimidation of African Americans who refused to vote the
Democratic ticket. Two years earlier the government of Warmoth’s predecessor James
Madison Wells had almost been toppled by the New Orleans police in a massacre of
Republicans that helped spur the onset of Radical Reconstruction. The need to build homegrown military support for his government and protection for African American voters who
formed much of his party’s base was therefore doubly evident to the new governor.119
plasterers, teamsters, bakers, coopers, cartwrights, printers, slaters, painters, brickmakers,
and mattressmakers, one each.” See Edwin C. Bearrs, Historic Resource Study: Ship
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Perhaps surprisingly, the State Militia was the weaker of the two organizations. Warmoth
saw the militia as a way of bringing both rural Democrats and Afro-Creole elites under his
aegis. At the same time he was wary of the potentially explosive consequences of arming
former Confederates together with African Americans. He therefore left the militia only
half-organized. The units he did create remained segregated.
The Metropolitan Police proved more effective. While ostensibly serving as the
police force for the New Orleans metropolitan area, the organization was actually an
independent state agency under the control of the governor rather than the mayor of New
Orleans. It was essentially the private militia for Warmoth and his successor, William Pitt
Kellogg. The Metropolitan Police offered black Republicans and Union veterans a stake in
the political machine Warmoth was trying to build. Indeed, three of the five seats on its
board of commissioners went to African Americans. Former officers of both iterations of
the Louisiana Native Guards became prominent leaders within the police force as well.
One member, Captain Octave Rey, had been present at the meeting with General Butler
that established the Second Louisiana Native Guards. With ample weaponry and at least
some recruits with military experience, the Metropolitan Police acted as a bulwark against
white racial violence in the New Orleans hinterland for six years.120
At the same time, the Metropolitans reinforced Republican political control in a
state notorious for electoral corruption. The combination of black arms backing up a series
of seemingly illegitimate governments proved toxic for many white Democrats and fatal
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for black Republicans. This was nowhere more evident than in the aftermath of the 1872
election. The gubernatorial contest featured campaigns between Republican William Pitt
Kellogg and Democrat John D. McEnery, the head of a fusion ticket backed by outgoing
governor Henry Clay Warmoth. At the local level, parish registrars were Warmoth
appointees who in many cases supported the fusion candidates by turning away black
voters, stuffing ballot boxes, and setting up polls at irregular locations. Nonetheless,
Warmoth wasn’t taking any chances. He tried to stack the Returning Board tasked with
overseeing the state’s elections with allies of his coalition. His interference resulted in three
competing boards and two partisan state governments, one organized around McEnery and
the other around Kellogg.
Ultimately, party politics trumped Warmoth’s machine. The Louisiana Supreme
Court recognized the main-line Republican board headed by John Lynch as the only body
authorized to decide the election, despite the fact that the “Lynch Board” never actually
examined the election returns. In turn, federal Eighth District Court Judge Edward Durrell
ordered the military occupation of the state capitol and forbade the seating of McEnery.
Durrell’s decision allowed the Kellogg legislature to take office with backing from
President Grant, the army, the courts, and the Senate. On December 09, 1872, state
legislators impeached Warmoth on charges of bribery, interfering with the election, making
illegal appointments, and the removal of elected officials from office.121
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As the Senate Committee on Elections and Privileges put it: “Although we
cannot approve of such a canvass as that made by the Lynch board, who seem to have
acted upon the principle of ‘fighting the devil with fire,’ and circumventing fraud by
fraud, and cannot say that Kellogg’s government was elected, nevertheless we believe
that Kellogg’s government was defeated, and the popular vote reversed, by the fraudulent
89

Conflict over the election extended to local offices too, forcing Kellogg to dispatch
State Militia and Metropolitan Police to support Republican officeholders. In March 1873,
the new governor deposed the sheriff and judge of central Louisiana’s Grant Parish, whom
the Warmoth Returning Board commissioned the previous winter. When African American
members of the State Militia occupied the parish courthouse at Colfax to secure the facility
for the new Republican appointees, black families from plantations along the Red River
gathered there to escape reprisal attacks by white marauders. On April 13, 1873, the former
sheriff led a paramilitary force armed with cannon in one of the bloodiest massacres of
Reconstruction. The attack on Easter Sunday by former members of the Knights of the
White Camellia and Ku Klux Klan left more than one hundred African Americans dead
and the courthouse in flames. The Metropolitan Police arrived too late to intervene, but did
arrest ninety-eight of the perpetrators. With the assistance of federal troops they restored
Republican control to a parish the state legislature had specifically created as a Republican
Party stronghold in 1868.122
While the Metropolitans could respond more rapidly to challenges to the
Republican order in the Piney Woods Littoral, the landscape made the permanent
suppression of violence impossible. One week after the massacre at Colfax, Kellogg sent
the police across Lake Pontchartrain to seat his appointees at Amite in Tangipahoa Parish
manipulation of the election.” See Senate Report 457, 42nd Cong., 3rd sess., ser. set no.
1549, vol. 2, 1873, i-xlv (quote). Taylor, Louisiana Reconstructed, 239-247.
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and Port Vincent in Livingston Parish. On the night of April 20, 1873, the Metropolitans
took a train over Pass Manchac to Amite. Gunmen at Amite had prevented Kellogg’s picks
for judge and court reporter from taking office, but offered the police no resistance. A
detachment then set out on foot to Port Vincent, where the New Orleans Republican
reported they were “cordially received.”123 Later events would highlight the provisional
nature of such hospitality. On August 16, a mob shut down the St. Tammany Parish
courthouse at Covington by attacking a judge in the middle of a hearing and stealing the
trial clerk’s desk. “An Old Citizen of St. Tammany” complained to the Republican that
Covington was an “asylum for murderers and ruffians, who, when the police of New
Orleans are sent after them for a misdemeanor, decamp into the woods and swamps and
come out of their holes again when there is nothing more to be feared.” The “Old Citizen”
was right. With the collapse of the Metropolitans a year later, the “murderers and ruffians”
would abandon their hiding spots in the woods to wage open warfare against African
American and white Republicans alike.124
The Metropolitan Police met their defeat at the hands of the White League, a
paramilitary group formed in May 1874 by veterans of the Confederate Army and the
Knights of the White Camellia. White Leaguers argued the state’s Republican and African
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American politicians presided over the debasement of white Louisianans in the face of a
host of environmental and economic disasters, including outbreaks of yellow fever and the
Panic of 1873. In their interpretation, “a series of bad crops, barely adequate to the support
of life, the devastations of the cotton worm, the havoc of epidemics, and financial panic”
gave Republicans the opportunity to seize white-owned properties when their owners
proved unable to pay taxes.125 First organized in St. Landry Parish in central Louisiana just
west of the Mississippi River, the League witnessed explosive growth in the following
months. It reached New Orleans by July 1874, where it merged with existing militant white
supremacist groups formed in the wake of the Civil War.126
Two months later, in the September 14 “Battle of Liberty Place,” the White League
attacked the Metropolitan Police as a symbol of Kellogg’s authority. Rodolphe Desdunes
was one of the dozens of Metropolitans injured in a fight that took the lives of thirteen
policemen and fifteen White Leaguers. In the short-lived battle, 5000 White League
assailants overran the defensive positions of 3500 heavily-armed Metropolitans in a
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Opelousas Courier, June 20, 1874 (quote). The White League’s hostility
toward taxation resonated across a state where many believed the government was
illegitimate. The Opelousas Courier, an important mouthpiece for the White League on
its home turf in St. Landry, had been fanning this resentment for more than a year before
the League’s organization. The paper noted in 1873 that “The Tangipahoa (La.)
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Reconstructed, 260-263.
126

Nystrom, New Orleans after the Civil War, 161-167; Taylor, Louisiana
Reconstructed, 281-286.
92

collapse of discipline that signaled the broader weakness of the state’s Republican
government. The White League promptly took control of the city and the state capitol at
the New Orleans Mechanic’s Institute building and looted the state arsenal. These actions
forced President Grant to mobilize federal troops to reinstall the Republican government
of William Pitt Kellogg. It would be the last time the president intervened to prevent the
collapse of his party in Louisiana.127
By the election of 1876, both the internal and external barriers to white supremacist
violence in Louisiana had broken down. That they remained so fifteen years later would in
part prompt the Afro-Creole activists of New Orleans to organize the Comité de Citoyens.
The 1874 defeat of the Metropolitan Police left them ineffective outside of New Orleans
(and there only with the aid of federal troops). In March, 1876, the Supreme Court’s ruling
on the appeal of four men charged with conspiracy against peaceful assembly – and not
murder – for their role in the Colfax massacre effectively stifled federal authority to
enforce civil rights legislation and the Reconstruction Amendments. In a unanimous
decision, in U.S. v. Cruikshank (1876) the court ruled the Fourteenth Amendment applied
solely to state action, meaning indictments resulting from atrocities like those carried out
at Colfax could only be tried in state courts. The ruling drew on the court’s distinction
between state and national citizenship in the Slaughter-House Cases (1873). With this in
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mind, the court determined the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection
applied only to federal law.128
The Cruikshank ruling encouraged the activities of vicious “bulldozer” or
“Regulator” gangs bent on disrupting Republican politics and driving African Americans
off the land. John E. Leet, the Republican operative who had agitated on behalf of black
landowners at Bayou Bonfouca during the summer of 1875, described the typical
“bulldozer” as “a native desperado, a reckless character and unscrupulous local politician,
willing to stuff a ballot-box or shoot a nigger, or for that matter, a white man, in order to
get in office."129 Leet was apparently terrified he would be killed in his own right. In March,
1876 Leet received an appointment as tax collector for St. Tammany Parish. While he was
shopping in New Orleans one day, a man named Anatole Bosque approached and stated
“he would have to retire from the position or be ‘cleaned out.’” Thinking Bosque made a
sudden move for a weapon as he turned away, Leet reached for his revolver and fired
several “ineffectual shots.” The Metropolitan Police apprehended Leet immediately,
although the arrest did not seem to hurt his career in Louisiana.130
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Leet may have been wrong about Bosque, but he was absolutely right about the
“desperado” nature of the bulldozers in the countryside. In the months before the 1876
elections, the most intense racial violence in the Piney Woods Littoral took place in the
parishes of East Baton Rouge and East and West Feliciana. There the fertile Loess Plains
along the Mississippi River converged with the Piney Woods of southwest Mississippi and
southeast Louisiana just north of Lake Pontchartrain. As early as 1868, the area sported a
strong Republican presence backed by support from black farmers living and working on
plantations in the Loess. Many African Americans owned their own farms, with some
qualifying as planters in their own right. Operating from the surrounding forests, bulldozers
and Regulators waged a campaign of terrorism against the black community in hopes of
carrying the state for Democratic candidate Samuel J. Tilden in the 1876 presidential
election.131
Bulldozing can be defined as a violent expression of racial animus and class conflict
aimed at breaking the environmental foundations of African American political and
economic power.132 In the Piney Woods of southeast Louisiana, those who identified
the Select Committee on Alleged Frauds in the Presidential Election of 1876,” House
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I have chosen to emphasize the term’s racial context and its relationship to
violence on the land. Samuel Hyde defined bulldozing as “the attainment of goals
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the Works Progress Administration’s Negro History Unit at Dillard University, outlined
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ante bellum days when severe whippings, known as ‘the bulls dozen,’ were given to the
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themselves as Regulators used bulldozing tactics to crush the local Republican party and
limit black farmers’ access to land – even when doing so came at the expense of elite white
planters. Between 1875 and 1876, the Regulators set themselves up as defenders of law
and order within the region’s agrarian economy. They claimed to be preventing the theft
of seed cotton from plantations and livestock from the forest but really sowed discord
through murder, whippings, and arson. When African Americans moved to defend
themselves white vigilantes crushed their resistance with a massacre on the same scale as
the one that took place at Colfax.
In the fall of 1875, a wave of arson that followed close behind thefts of seed cotton
in the Felicianas morphed into economic and political warfare rooted in the built
environment of the plantation.133 In September, some “twenty masked men” backed by
dozens of reinforcements entered the home of black planter Juba Glasper in West Feliciana
Parish to inquire about purchases of stolen cotton. When he offered to show them his
ledgers they declined and instead burned his store. The Regulator mob returned a month
later to interrogate him again, this time after hanging him from a tree. J. W. Smith, a white
series 13, box 9, Louisiana and Special Collections, Earl K. Long Library, University of
New Orleans.
133
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planter from East Feliciana, cited reprisal arsons by black farmers as justification for their
inquisition at the end of a rope. Glasper’s neighbor Dennis Dorsey witnessed the abduction
and told a Louisiana Senate Investigating Committee that Smith said “the Regulators have
burned the stores, and you niggers are burning the ginhouses for spite.” According to
Glasper, his status as “one of the leading colored men of the parish” led the attackers to
believe he knew who had fired the gins.134
Such coercion extended to even the wealthiest white planters. The Regulators
insisted landowners could not rent to African Americans unless they too resided on the
property. Joseph Blouin, who possessed three plantations outside of Baton Rouge, learned
this the hard way when they burned down one of the absentee landlord’s brand new cabins.
When Blouin offered an award for the arrest of the perpetrators, he received a letter “dated
‘Woods’” and signed “‘Regulator, Mystic’” that stated he would lose his gin, his house,
and his livestock too unless he evicted a tenant by the name of Gilbert Houston. Given that
Houston held a two-year lease, Blouin instead opted to relocate Houston to one of his
houses in the city. Nonetheless, the damage was done. The “old line Whig” and selfdescribed Conservative estimated he had lost “between $10,000 and $15,000” in potential
profits from the inability to sell land that had once netted him “from $15 to $20” an acre to
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African Americans. For his part, Blouin believed both white and black thieves had been
taking seed cotton and that the arson and murders were the work of disparate groups of
criminals rather than a unified movement.135
African Americans’ integration into the open range herding culture of the Piney
Woods presented another target for would-be Regulators pretending to defend the forest
commons. Whites and blacks of all classes, even those without land of their own, ran hogs
and cattle in the forests outside the plantation districts. Criminals of both races likewise
found plenty of opportunities to cull other people’s livestock. Regardless of innocence or
guilt, or even whether or not a crime had been committed at all, Regulator atrocities fell
fully on the black community. In February, 1876, marauders in East Baton Rouge slashed
Charles Robertson’s throat, dragged him with a rope, and hung him from a tree at “a
conspicuous place.” Robertson’s landlord, Democratic planter Granville M. Pierce, told
the State Senate Investigating Committee that “Robertson had been in the habit of hunting
in the woods. He was the owner of some hogs, and he had been accused of stealing hogs
by some of the neighbors, but had a certificate of his good character from the responsible
neighbors.”136 In the same month, Regulators kidnapped and whipped William Jackson for
stealing hogs despite his coworker Frank Dunn offering proof he owned them and that
Jackson had done the butchering at his request.137
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plantation of Ferdinand Young. The 1870 manuscript census lists Dunn immediately after
Young. The census identified Dunn as a black farm laborer with four hundred dollars of
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Hunting became a vector for white supremacist violence too. Historian Steven
Hahn has shown that postbellum legislative battles over game laws and the open range
pitted white planters against African Americans and poor whites in a struggle over
expanding commercial markets and the autonomy of plantation labor.138 In southeast
Louisiana the physical contest over these questions proceeded along a slightly different
axis as poor and middle-class whites took the initiative. The question was not whether or
not there would be a commons but instead who would control it. Regulators forbade
African Americans from hunting but reserved the right for themselves. This strategy had
nothing to do with preventing theft; it was a ploy to kill African Americans’ livestock and
drive off black workers. In the wake of Charles Robertson’s murder, William Pratt led a
group of planters on a search to find Robertson’s killers and demand an end to the violence.
They found their suspects on horseback in the woods with dogs, where the men claimed
“they were hunting hogs, and had killed two.” In Pratt’s estimation, the men were
“irresponsible parties” who did “not own hogs or any other property.” Pratt and his

on Jackson was a clear message to Dunn about the dangers of harvesting his own
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neighbors asked the men to “stop this murdering … or else it would ruin the country.”
They were unable to staunch the bloodshed.139
While some African American public servants gave in to bulldozing and abandoned
their offices, others refused to back down. Many in fact chose to fight fire with fire in an
incendiary expression of black protest. In January, 1876, West Feliciana Police Juror and
landowner Julius Green came home to find Regulators threatening his wife if he did not
resign. Green obliged in fear of his life, leaving his seat on the police jury open and creating
a white majority on the parish governing body.140 In the same month nightriders attacked
Baton Rouge Justice of the Peace Isadore Herron, who was listed in the 1880 census as a
mulatto farm laborer, outside of his office. They placed a noose around his neck, dragged
him “about a quarter of a mile” behind a horse, and ordered him to quit. He would not be
cowed. By the summer of 1876 half of the Piney Woods Littoral was in flames, with cities
from the Mississippi River to the Amite River meeting what was presumed to be African
American torches.141
With the May 11, 1876 murder of Regulator Max Aronson, black protests gave way
to a campaign of extermination. Aronson had been part of a group of men who whipped a
black farmer accused of killing cattle. While the coroner’s inquest determined “unknown
colored men” murdered him, local African Americans argued other Regulators took his life
139
140
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for “keeping a store in the country.” In any event, the death triggered a spree of gunfire and
lynchings that soon spread into Mississippi. On May 15, around two hundred black citizens
mustered at a series of seven plantations on the Louisiana-Mississippi line the New Orleans
Republican described as “cultivated exclusively by the colored people.” This was the heart
of Republican organizational strength in the Piney Woods.142 The Natchez (Miss.)
Democrat reported two days later that “reliable reports” indicated “eight colored men have
been shot dead; four hanged, and about 20 were wounded” when a white posse attacked
the plantations. The paper noted “the number of negroes killed will never be ascertained
precisely, care having been taken to remove the dead secretly.” Two dozen more people
had been taken prisoner and were at risk of execution.143
The killing did not stop there, but instead culminated in a massacre that effectively
quashed the Republican party in the Piney Woods. When hundreds of armed African
Americans regrouped at a plantation near Pinckneyville in Wilkinson County, Mississippi
they were met by an even larger force of whites drawn from the surrounding countryside
in Louisiana and Mississippi. One former Mississippi state representative who fled to
Natchez suggested one thousand whites took place in the ensuing violence. Led by the
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While it is unclear what actually happened, the idea that white men carried out
the murder conforms with Joseph Blouin’s belief that different Regulator gangs were
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sheriff of Wilkinson County, the mob killed as many as fifty African Americans.144 When
the Louisiana State Senate finally investigated the wave of bulldozing that had rocked the
area in the months leading up to the Pinckneyville massacre, Robert Hewlett of West
Feliciana told the Investigating Committee “the Republicans would not dare to hold any
meetings in the parish - it would be death to them if they did!”145 The events at
Pinckneyville tempered a political enthusiasm that had brought massive Republican camp
meetings to the region’s plantations less than a decade earlier.
When Democratic gubernatorial candidate Francis T. Nicholls carried the state in
1876, Kellogg’s Returning Board cited the violence in the Piney Woods as justification for
throwing out the returns from those parishes and seating Republican Stephen B. Packard
instead. For a short time Louisiana again held two competing governments. While Packard
was in office the Louisiana Lottery Corporation funded the rival Nicholls regime. The
Compromise of 1877, brokered in part by Piney Woods lawyer E. John Ellis, unseated
Packard and the Republican state governments in Florida and South Carolina while pulling
federal troops out of the South in exchange for securing the presidency for Rutherford B.
Hayes.146 Other elements of the compromise broke down, particularly congressional
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support for James A. Garfield as Speaker of the House of Representatives and Hayes’s
backing of the Texas-Pacific Railway Bill.
In terms of its lineage and its objectives, the Comité de Citoyens was intimately
connected to the histories of rural violence and the collapse of Republican institutions in
the Piney Woods Littoral. To rally black Republicanism, Rodolphe Desdunes and Louis
Martinet invoked the memory of the Metropolitan Police (and the Native Guards and
Jackson’s volunteers) in the pages of Martinet’s paper The Crusader.147 All of these units
saw action along the littoral zone between the Mississippi River and the Pearl. Desdunes
himself had served with the Metropolitans, some of his colleagues fought with the Native
Guards, and others traced their ancestry to soldiers who helped Jackson repel the British.
By reminding their readers of the long tradition of African American military service in
and around the city, they were mobilizing a vision of militant black citizenship that
historian Carole Emberton defined as the “ideal of martial manhood.” To be sure, African
Americans’ rejection of a white monopoly on violence held perilous consequences. The
bloodbath at Pinckneyville demonstrated as much.148 Yet the style of Desdunes and the
Comité de Citoyens was to create a persistent threat to white supremacy, even when doing
so meant taking enormous chances. This ethic informed their calls for armed self-defense
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against bulldozing just as it did their rebuke of Frederick Douglass for failing to support
their risky foray into constitutional precedent.149
Recent scholarship has placed the Committee’s agitations in the context of both
urban and rural labor without exploring their relationship to the forests of southeast
Louisiana. Mary Frederickson has argued Judge John H. Ferguson ruled against Homer
Plessy to undermine a current of bi-racial unionism in the city. From the bench in the New
Orleans Criminal Court, Ferguson found the Separate Car Act constitutional just one week
after he launched a grand jury investigation of a general strike that shut down the flow of
cotton, rice, and sugar across the city’s docks.150 In her comparative work on Louisiana
149

As Desdunes put it in his history of Afro-Creole New Orleans, “we think it is
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clipping in box 1, series 1, folder 9, R. L. Desdunes Family New Orleans Crusader
Clipping Collection, Archives and Special Collections, Xavier University, New Orleans,
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The general strike took place between November 05 and November 11, 1892,
when strike leaders settled in the face of conspiracy charges. Frederickson’s argument
hinges on two points. First, Ferguson called the grand jury four days into the general
strike under the dubious assertion that it had caused widespread injuries and destruction
of property. Second, Ferguson had ruled the Separate Car Law unconstitutional six
months earlier in a separate case involving interstate travel but upheld it in the wake of
the strike. She argued “a ruling that upheld the constitutionality of the Separate Car Act
would deter integration in the workplace, undercut interracial unionism, and make it
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workforce.” Desdunes apparently held similar views, as he later castigated white
dockworkers for abandoning interracial solidarity, attacking their black co-workers, and
giving their employers a free hand to reduce wages. See Mary E. Frederickson, Looking
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and Cuba, Rebecca Scott has emphasized Desdunes’s critiques of violence in the state’s
sugarcane fields. As she put it, Desdunes “viewed repression of rural workers as of a piece
with white supremacist assaults on the civil, political, and public rights of men and women
of color.”151 Yet New Orleans was more than a cotton, rice, or sugar port; it was the most
important lumber market on the Mississippi River. The Committee’s work put its members
into direct contact with lumber industry infrastructure and the market for cut-over land,
particularly that owned by the Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company.
The sawmills and logging railroads north of Lake Pontchartrain were embedded in
the patterns of violence and African American dispossession that took shape in the Piney
Woods during Reconstruction. In 1884, Poitevent and Favre established the East Louisiana
Railroad to log its land in St. Tammany Parish and provide passenger service between Saint
Tammany and New Orleans. This was the route Homer Plessy took in his test of the
Separate Car Act. The passenger line followed the path the firm cut through the African
American community at Bayou Bonfouca, where its employees had skirmished with
residents a decade earlier. Elsewhere white vigilantes used techniques sharpened in the
fight against the Republican Party to drive African American industrial workers off the job.
In one particularly egregious example, gunmen walked onto the grounds of the Banner
Lumber Company and murdered a black sawmill worker on the job as an example to his
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colleagues.152 The Comité de Citoyens argued the Separate Car Act would only multiply
the opportunities for such brutality.
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Figure 3.1  

Railroads of the Piney Woods Littoral

While this map represents the line of the New Orleans Great Northern Railroad circa 1910,
the route from its intersection at Slidell with the New Orleans Northeastern Railroad west
to Mandeville and north to Florenville followed the historic path of the East Louisiana
Railroad. The NOGN bought the railroad from Poitevent and Favre in 1906. “Route Map,”
in Time Table No. 16, Effective 12 June 1910 (Buffalo, NY: New Orleans Great Northern
Railroad Co., 1910).
In the face of continuous and often casual violence, elite and middle-class AfroCreole organizational impulses that had diverged in the rift between the Société
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d’Economie and the Société des Artisans began to converge after the Civil War.153 This
was already evident in the formation of Les Jeunes Amis, a benevolent association for
cigarmakers that later provided funds and leadership for the Comité de Citoyens. In 1874,
its founding members gathered in the home of Pierre Chevalier to create the mutual aid
society.154 As one member recounted, “When the legislature was in session at McKinley
Hall under Governor Warmouth, Mr. Vigeris was secretary of the lower house of the
legislature. It was through him that we had the association incorporated.”155 The political
153

Even children felt secure in lashing out at black folks after the Civil War. In
January, 1866, the New Orleans True Delta reported on an incident in which a white and
black man got into a fight on the wharf. When the white man stabbed his combatant, a
group of African Americans moved to intervene. At that point, “a small white boy pulled
out his pistol and fired into the party, the bullet striking the negro who had been cut in the
lower part of the back.” While the man with the knife was arrested, “the boy quietly
decamped after firing the shot.” Transcript of New Orleans True Delta, January 23, 1866
Steamboats Vertical Files, Hancock County Historical Society, Bay St. Louis,
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Louisiana’s House of Representatives from 1868 to 1874 and the secretary for the state’s
1868 constitutional convention. Walker gives two conflicting dates for the organization
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and fraternal connections of Les Jeunes Amis extended to some of the most well-placed
members of the Afro-Creole community in New Orleans. Captain Octave Rey of the New
Orleans Metropolitan Police was an honorary member. So too was Thomy Lafon, who was
born into poverty but through an aptitude for finance accumulated great wealth and became
one of the most prominent philanthropists in the Afro-Creole community.156
In 1888, the near-collapse of the Catholic School for Indigent Orphans of Color
presented a crisis for the Afro-Creole community as well as an organizational opportunity
for several future members of the Comité de Citoyens. As Joe Gray Taylor has suggested,
Louisiana’s 1868 constitution was “probably the most radical of any of the constitutions
which resulted from the Reconstruction Acts” in the South. The document guaranteed the
enjoyment of “the same civil, political, and public rights and privileges” to all citizens,
thereby eliminating restrictions against interracial marriage, barring discrimination in
public places, and providing for a system of biracial education in Louisiana public
schools.157 The last policy siphoned off much of the clientele for the Catholic School for
Indigent Orphans of Color, such that it was nearly bankrupt by the 1880s. Only emergency
fundraising by a coalition New Orleans activists saved it. Rodolphe Desdunes, Arthur
Estéves, and Eugéne Luscy were all members of this campaign. They sat on the board of
156
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directors for the reorganized school and later joined Pierre Chevalier and others on the
Committee.158
The nature of the Piney Woods Littoral, together with the crafts traditions African
Americans along the coast had practiced since the French colonial period, sustained the
family economies and by extension the political activities of several Committee members.
The shipping and maritime industries centered around the port of New Orleans proved
particularly important in this respect. Arthur Esteves, the Committee’s president and one
of the men who helped incorporate The Crusader, was a sailmaker. The organization’s
treasurer, Paul Bonseigneur, worked as a stevedore on the city’s docks.159 Other members
had relatives who made a living as carpenters or joiners. Louis Martinet’s brother worked
as a carpenter while Rodolphe Desdunes’s father had been a wheelwright from Haiti. It
was through this trade that the elder Desdunes established the family’s tobacco plantation
and cigar business.160 Rodolphe, like Pierre Chevalier, became a cigar maker in his own
right and was likely a member of Les Jeunes Amis.
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The U.S. Customs House at New Orleans was another vital feature of the littoral
zone, wherein federal patronage from the Republican presidential regimes of Grant, Hayes,
Harrison, and McKinley supported African American political activism for a generation.
Rodolphe Desdunes worked on and off as a clerk there through the 1880s and 1890s.
Etienne William Maxson first gained a commission as a Deputy Collector of Internal
Revenue at the Customs House in 1892.161 Perhaps the best example of how employment
at the Customs House and other federal institutions associated with the port could support
a life of activism lies in the work of Louis Martinet. In 1876 Martinet graduated from
Straight University with a law degree, beginning a long career as a notary in which he
helped organize many of the black benevolent associations that would later give funds to
support the Comité de Citoyens. Much of his regular wages before founding The Crusader
and the Committee stemmed from his activities in and around the port though. He worked
as a naval officer in 1877, a clerk in the Customs House in 1882, a deputy surveyor of the
Port of New Orleans in 1883, and a postal carrier in 1885. Martinet’s public service netted
him a position on the board of trustees of Southern University in Baton Rouge in 1886, a
position he maintained for a decade in spite of his challenges to the prevailing legal culture
of white supremacy.162
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With years of combined organizational and legal experience, Louis Martinet and
his peers in the Afro-Creole community were prepared to challenge the Separate Car Act
even as it made its way through the state legislature in the summer of 1890. Their first
protest came on May 24 in the form of a memorial drafted by Martinet and read before the
legislature on behalf of the American Citizen’s Equal Rights Association of Louisiana. As
legal historians have long recognized, Martinet’s brief contained language that renowned
jurist Albion Tourgée would use six years later in his defense of Homer Plessy and that
Justice John Marshall Harlan would adopt in his dissenting opinion in Plessy v. Ferguson.
In a rejection of the Supreme Court’s distinction between state and national citizenship in
the Slaughter-House Cases, Martinet argued “citizenship is national and has no color.”
Beyond this color-blind reading of the Fourteenth Amendment lay another potent critique
that would never be considered by the courts. If passed the Separate Car Act would be “a
free license to the evilly-disposed that they might with impunity insult, humiliate and

otherwise maltreat inoffensive persons.”163 Segregation, in other words, was a license to
kill.
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The idea that the Separate Car Act gave railroad agents a free hand to murder
African Americans became a critical element of Desdunes and Martinet’s campaign to turn
public opinion against the act once it became law in July 1890. An August 08, 1891 article
in The Crusader entitled “The Argument of Facts” argued this point forcefully. The
editorial recounted the mortal wounding of Daniel Jones, an eighteen-year-old black man
thrown from a whites-only platform of the International and Great Northern Railway while
trying to board a train bound for Austin, Texas. The incident left Jones lying near a tree,
where some children found him dying. He had two broken ribs and a hole in his side the
size of a man’s fist. The article castigated the railroad “minion” responsible for the crime
as “brutal and inhuman,” but argued the man was simply “an instrument” of a law that
daily generated similar acts across the segregating South. “Under our law of assortment,”
it continued, “the conductor or other employee of a railroad has a free license to insult and
murder, or to tolerate insult and murder, provided the victims be persons of color.”164 If the
Separate Car Act legitimated homicide, trains themselves became conduits for statesanctioned violence projected into the southern countryside.
“The Argument of Facts” turned on a very different question than the argument
Albion Tourgée ultimately presented to the Supreme Court, one that says more about the
continuity of white violence in a changing rural landscape than it does about the novelty of
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segregation laws in transportation and in urban spaces.165 Tourgée’s brief rejected the law
in part because it made railroad employees de facto agents of the state tasked with
determining the race of passengers and denying them legal recourse – and thus due process
– should they be refused service. Yet the best evidence against the law was found in the
individual acts of villainy it enabled. As The Crusader put it:
In any country but our ours the facts already noted in connection with the
enforcement of the separate car law would have furnished a capital reason
for its condemnation. But here, where prejudice is above humanity, where
expediency takes the place of principle, where the stronger takes delight in
oppressing the weaker, we cannot entertain the certainty of seeing the
lessons of history heeded or utilized by the Government, especially the State
Government. We said that the law was unjust, humiliating, and cruel; the
argument of facts – the best in the world – has fully sustained our
assertion.166
Particularly in the wake of the Cruikshank decision, questions of individual guilt in cases
like that of Daniel Jones shielded the law from these “lessons of history.” As such, the
potential for violence lurking behind every act of enforcement found no place in the
Committee’s legal challenge.
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Thinking about the Separate Car Act as a trigger for assault and even murder in an
already dangerous rural landscape drives home the ways in which Desdunes and Martinet’s
writing and activism were part of a larger contest over black dispossession.167 In a fraught
but telling article, The Crusader reprinted the improbable story of “Ceasar Hill, a well-todo farmer of Clay County, Ala.” who died “from the effects of a Negro’s bite.” The weird
tale recounted Hill’s assault on a black employee, Henry Davis, who “bit one of Hill’s
fingers” while defending himself. It continued with a description of the inflammation of
Hill’s finger, its amputation, and the spread of infection to his shoulder. Hill soon “lost his
mind,” “developed every symptom of hydrophobia,” and finally “died in a spasm in which
he was thrown by the sight of water.” An editorial coda supplied by Martinet identified
Davis as “what is known as a blue-gummed Negro, and therefore a bad Negro to ‘fool’
with. It would be a good thing then if we had a few blue-gummed Negroes distributed in
certain sections of our State. Regulators would become scarce and Regulatorism a thing of
the past.”168 With these lines Martinet turned a paranoid racial allegory that associated skin
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tone with sanitation and health into a call to arms against the agrarian violence that had
wracked southeast Louisiana for decades.
Strong words were nothing without action. With the creation of the Comité de
Citoyens in September, 1891, Desdunes, Martinet, and their allies mobilized a tradition of
economic, crafts, and literary organizing that had been building in the Crescent City for
generations. This current of black power stretched north into the continental interior and
east and west along the coast, following the waters of the Piney Woods Littoral as much as
the rails that had become the object of their activism. An examination of the “Receipts and
Expenditures” of the Committee shows that dozens of mutual aid and benefit societies from
New Orleans donated funds. The Société d’Economie donated money. So did the Société
de Artisans, Les Jeune Amis, and other organizations for cigarmakers, brickmakers,
carpenters, and writers in and around New Orleans. Support flowed in from along the coast
too: from Plaquemines Parish on the mouth of the Mississippi, from Mandeville on the
lakefront, and from the Afro-Creole community at Pass Christian, on the shore of the
Mississippi Sound. Upriver from New Orleans, citizens of the sugar parishes on the west
bank of the Mississippi, of Baton Rouge, of Vicksburg in the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta, and
of Chicago, Illinois all gave to the cause. In all the Committee received just under three
thousand dollars to press their cause in the courts.169
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To defeat Jim Crow, the Comité de Citoyens tried to drag the Separate Car Act
through the Gutter. Twice. Their first foray came with the assistance of the Louisville and
Nashville Railroad, which lost money because the segregation ordinance forced it to run
additional cars at less than full occupancy. By February, 1892, attorneys Louis Martinet,
Albion Tourgée, and James Walker agreed to a strategy by which Professor Daniel F.
Desdunes – Rodolphe’s son – would purchase an interstate ticket on the L&N from New
Orleans, traveling across the Rigolets to Mobile, Alabama. They hoped to challenge the act
on the basis of the Interstate Commerce Clause in addition to their arguments that the law
violated the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments and impermissibly authorized railroad
agents to make legal distinctions regarding race.170
On February 24, 1892, an agent of the L&N railroad arrested Daniel Desdunes for refusing
to take a seat in the line’s Jim Crow car, initiating a case that gave the Committee false
hope for success. After a delay due to the disappearance of Criminal District Court Judge
Robert Marr, the Desdunes case finally received a hearing in the court of Judge John H.
Ferguson on July 09, 1892.171 In the interim, the Louisiana Supreme Court ruled in Abbott
v. Hicks (1892) that the Separate Car Act did not apply to interstate travelers. When
Ferguson ruled that the law violated the Interstate Commerce Clause, state prosecutors
dropped the charges in response. The Committee was elated. An article in The Crusader
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entitled “Jim Crow is Dead” began with the line “The Jim Crow car is ditched and will
remain in the ditch.” The article praised “the young Desdunes” for “the manly assertion of
his right” and mocked “Democratic journals” for opposing the Committee as well as
“Negro leaders” like Frederick Douglass for failing to support them. Yet the Abbott ruling
left the question of intrastate travel unresolved, meaning the Committee would have to
chart a course across the Gutter once again.172
They were prepared to do so even before Ferguson issued his ruling. On July 07,
shoemaker Homer A. Plessy boarded “the East Louisiana Railroad, at the foot of Press
street, for Covington.” Whereas Daniel Desdunes’s route stretched laterally across the
Gutter toward Mobile, Plessy’s tracked north across the Rigolets and then west around the
north shore of Lake Pontchartrain. Historian Charles Lofgren has suggested that the Comité
de Citoyens collaborated with the East Louisiana Railroad just as they did with the L&N
in the Desdunes case. The account published in The Crusader seems to bear this out. It
notes the conductor approached Plessy, who was “as white as the average southerner,” and
“asked him if he was a white man.” Plessy said he was not, then told police Captain C. C.
Cain that “he would go to jail first before relinquishing his right as a citizen” by moving to
the Jim Crow car.173 Cain did arrest Plessy, but Paul Bonseigneur appeared the next day to
bond him out. The property bond “was sworn to be worth over $3,000.00,” giving a sense

172

“Jim Crow is Dead,” The (New Orleans) Crusader, undated clipping in series
1, box 1, folder 9, Desdunes Collection (quote); Lofgren, The Plessy Case, 39-40.
173

“The East Louisiana Railroad,” The (New Orleans) Crusader, undated
clipping, in series 1, box 1, folder 12, Desdunes Collection (quotes); Lofgren, The Plessy
Case, 41.
118

of the capital the Committee’s treasurer had accumulated as a stevedore at the city’s
docks.174
Bonseigneur’s wealth, together with the economic activity generated by the East
Louisiana Railroad, became elements of a dispute that demonstrated the Committee’s
commitment to martial manhood and armed self-defense in the face of black
dispossession.175 By the 1890s, the East Louisiana Railroad had opened up a string of new
lumber towns among the cypress swamps and pine hills of the Piney Woods Littoral north
of Lake Pontchartrain. The railroad also contributed to the growth of resort towns along
the lakefront and in the so-called Ozone Belt. Towns like Mandeville and Abita Springs
drew well-to-do residents from New Orleans each summer for the protection the region’s
pine trees supposedly offered from malaria and the presumed “curative properties” of its
artesian springs. The New Orleans Daily Picayune congratulated the railroad for opening
up “new towns in the wilderness,” ignoring the long presence of folks like the sailors and
herdsmen at Bayou Bonfouca.176 Paul Bonseigneur was one of the many urbanites who
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made the trip to Mandeville in the summer, although he traveled with his “invalid wife and
adopted daughter” on a lake vessel that quite possibly did not subject them to the stigma
of segregated accommodations.177
On May 31, 1893, while the Plessy case was still making its way through the courts,
the Bonseigneur family’s annual visits to the lakefront brought trouble when Paul decided
to purchase and renovate a vacation house there. Word traveled fast, such that by the time
he traveled to Mandeville on June 16 to supervise repairs he faced threats that he would
not be permitted to occupy the property. “Col. George Moorman” later met him on a boat
trip across the lake with an bid to buy the place. Bonseigneur agreed for a cool $2,500 –
just five hundred dollars less than the value of the property in New Orleans he used to bond
out Homer Plessy. The counter-offer was too much for Moorman’s liking, so he informed
Bonseigneur “the people of Mandeville” were opposed to his presence on the beach. When
the Comité de Citoyens treasurer asked “what was the objection,” Moorman could only
reply that he was “reputed to be a man of wealth” and that folks would not allow him to
“get all the good out of the place.” Bonseigneur was indeed determined to get all the good
out of his own property. By transporting his family there, and by traveling with a carriage
and team that brought the jealousy of some locals, he came face to face with a tradition of
violent dispossession that had plagued the Piney Woods since the 1870s.178
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George Moorman was a formidable adversary. The Kentucky native had been a
Lieutenant Colonel in the Confederate Army, with command of Moorman’s Battalion in
the District of Mississippi and East Louisiana under Major General Franklin Gardner.179
He wasted no time getting together a committee of his own to drive Bonseigneur out of
town. Whereas the Afro-Creole’s presence and his money had been perfectly acceptable to
Moorman and his clique as a tenant, they were not as a landowner. Moorman’s committee
consisted of fellow Confederate veteran Gustave Pitot of New Orleans and a sailor from
Bayou Bonfouca named Joseph Garcia, among others.180 In the style of the old-school
regulators, albeit with their real names attached, Moorman’s committee followed up
whispered threats with a letter sent in the night warning Bonseigneur his continued
presence in Mandeville would not be tolerated. The embattled stevedore did not intend to
back down. Instead he made it known in the community that any attempt on his household
would be met in kind, then began sleeping with a loaded shotgun tucked behind his couch.
Only the pleas of his wife – whose poor health had brought them to Mandeville for
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recuperation to begin with – convinced Bonseigneur to quit the residence and return to
New Orleans.
Louis Martinet characterized Moorman’s attack on Bonseigneur’s property rights
as “an offence more subversive of law and order, and more dangerous to society” than
lynching. In a special pamphlet “published by authority of the Citizens’ Committee,”
Martinet printed Bonseigneur’s account of the violent enforcement of residential
segregation and dispossession at Mandeville. The editor reminded readers Bonseigneur
could expect no recourse under the law. As he put it, “the result of appeals to the courts, to
the authorities, in such cases, has ever been farcical – often tragical.” To make his case he
reprinted an article from Meadville, Mississippi detailing the murder of Boe Beall by
whitecaps, rural terrorists who adopted bulldozing tactics to drive African Americans off
the land.181 Just a few days after Bonseigneur was forced out of Mandeville, a group of
assailants kidnapped Beall, whipped him, and ordered him to leave the property of his
employer. When Beall instead sought an indictment before a grand jury, the whitecaps
ambushed him while he was at work and gunned him down in a field.
The pamphlet contrasted Moorman’s actions with Bonseigneur’s manly expression
of self-defense and urged the broader African American community to take action. Here
the ties between martial manhood and citizenship were on full display. Martinet praised
Bonseigneur as a “son of one of the heroes who in 1815 offered up their lives to their
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country, while it denied them the legal status of citizens and kept their race in bondage
…His family is a most honorable one.” On July 16, 1893 the Comité de Citoyens met at
Economy Hall where they drafted plans to back Bonseigneur’s home-defense shotgun with
a protest of their own. The call to assemble on July 24 stated:
Once allowed that a few persons can determine who shall or shall not reside
in a community, and the sacred and constitutional right of the citizen to
property and the pursuit of happiness is destroyed, personal liberty is
trampled under foot, and we recognize the right of the mob to drive from
their homes any and all who may incur its displeasure.182
At a mass meeting held just four blocks away from the property Bonseigneur used as surety
for Plessy’s bond, his community resolved to publish a pamphlet entitled The Violation of
a Constitutional Right to warn allies “in the North and in Europe” of the ongoing threat to
African American property rights in the South. They also drafted petitions to President
Grover Cleveland and President Murphy Foster urging them to combat whitecapping and
live up to their campaign promises to govern citizens of all races equally.183
Legal historian R. Volney Riser has argued the disfranchisement cases that made
their way through the courts contemporaneously with Plessy v. Ferguson were “very
individualized” and “did not rise to the level of a ‘movement.’”184 To be sure, the Comité
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de Citoyens did make a full accounting to the citizens of New Orleans, donated their
balance on hand to a number of charities, and then disbanded when Plessy failed the test
of the courts. Yet it is clear that Committee members very much saw themselves as the
leading edge of a movement – one that took shape in the wake of the Separate Car Act but
had sixty years of momentum and a broad set of objectives. In the spring of 1892 The
Crusader took on the unanimous decision of the New Orleans School Board to expel “from
the white schools all children of colored extraction.”185 Martinet opened The Violation of
a Constitutional Right with an assessment of the Plessy case up to that point and argued
the Comité de Citoyens had “taken part in all struggles to secure justice to the citizen,”
especially the defeat of an anti-miscegenation bill in the State Senate in 1892.
While the editor of The Crusader called the anti-miscegenation legislation a bill
“favoring concubinage” and designed “to foster prostitution,” it could just as easily be read
as an attack on African American capital accumulation in the city and in the countryside.186
Louis Martinet was born around 1850, the son of a white carpenter from France who
married a mulatto woman and raised a family in the sugar parish of St. Martin. By 1880,
when he was listed in the census as an attorney-at-law, he still lived with his widowed
mother on their property.187 Miscegenation played a critical role in the acquisition of
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property in the Piney Woods too, especially given the hostility of registrars in southern
land offices to African American homesteaders in the late nineteenth century. Even unequal
sexual relationships maintained during slavery could result in alliances that cut across
generations, as was the case with the Magee family in Washington Parish. By rendering
the children of future interracial relationships illegitimate, the anti-miscegenation bill cut
off legal inheritance, undermined the Fourteenth Amendment, and restored one of the most
important caste markers of slavery.
Of course, the fight against the Separate Car Act was the Committee’s most
important initiative; like the defeat of the 1892 anti-miscegenation bill, the victory in the
Desdunes case proved fleeting.188 Plessy was instead a powerful reversal. On May 18,
1896, the Supreme Court affirmed the Separate Car Act’s language of “equal but separate”
accommodations. Legalized segregation would remain effect for the next seven decades.
The decision furthered a judicial dismantling of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments
that began with the Slaughter-House Cases in 1873 and reached fruition with Williams v.
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Mississippi (1898), when the court upheld poll tax and literacy requirements for voter
registration.189
Rodolphe Desdunes ended his history of the Afro-Creoles in New Orleans with a
memorial to Paul Bonseigneur, stating “our people had the satisfaction of pushing the
American government to the wall by acting through the ministry of one of its constituent
branches.” The treasurer who had managed enough cash to buy a resort house and was
there every time to bond out his comrades was “a worthy son of a veteran of 1814-1815.”
He “resisted the unprecedented usurpation inspired by hatred and prejudice to the best of
his ability.”190 So too had Desdunes, and Louis Martinet, and Homer Plessy, and the entire
Comité de Citoyens. While they had once fearlessly challenged precedent – and preached
fearlessness to African Americans facing brutality out in the country – the Plessy case left
them silent. The Comité de Citoyens dissolved and Martinet ceased publication of The
Crusader within a year of the Supreme Court’s decision. For violating the Separate Car
Act of 1890, Homer Plessy finally appeared in New Orleans Criminal District Court on
January 11, 1897. He plead guilty, payed a twenty-five dollar fine, and was discharged.191
Beyond his work for the Comité de Citoyens, Bonseigneur’s story is important
because it highlights the connections between segregation, violence, and dispossession
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outside of the cities that have long been considered the crucibles of Jim Crow segregation.
The threats George Moorman deployed to enforce residential segregation in Mandeville
were part of a strategy for pushing African Americans off the land that had been building
in the region for decades. Both the Regulators of the 1870s and the whitecaps of the 1890s
sought to limit African American political participation and capital accumulation by
destroying their footholds in a rapidly industrializing landscape. For the Comité de
Citoyens, the segregation of the railroads that were then opening up the South’s forests
would simply compound the problem of violence through enforcement. It certainly would
not alleviate conflict by a neat separation of the races as the authors of the Separate Car
Act claimed.192 That Moorman’s gang would target a black man who drove the finest
carriage and team on the beach put the lie to any notion that segregation was about
protecting the sensibilities of cultured white women.
Bonseigneur’s case is also important because it demonstrates the potential –
however fleeting – for the environment of the Piney Woods Littoral to support a different
culture. There is a strong chance that Paul Bonseigneur spoke to George Moorman on an
integrated steamer traveling across Lake Pontchartrain in the summer of 1893. If so, it was
due to the fact that African American mariners played an important role in the intracoastal
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and circum-Carribean trade passing through the Gutter (and under the L&N trestle).193 That
steamer captains proved able to enforce integration on their own terms for more than a
decade after Louisiana and Mississippi passed their segregation ordinances is evidenced
by a complaint filed to Mississippi Railroad Commission in 1903. W. S. Mackey of Biloxi,
Mississippi warned the Commission that “the steamboats plying between Pearlington and
English Landing” were not complying with the state’s separate accommodations law. The
complaint was the first of its kind, in part because segregation had been the norm on
steamboats in the South long before the passage of the Separate Car Act.194
If the black captains on the lake system and on the Pearl dodged segregation ordinances
for any period of time, they did so precisely because their hands were behind the wheel.
Ownership of the means of production and mastery of the littoral environment functioned
as a bulwark against “the law of assortment” by allowing them to control their own
working landscape. In this sense, the Committee’s defense of black southerners’ property
rights was inherently a defense against segregation. The same could be said for
disfranchisement, as along the Gulf Coast of south Mississippi at least some African
Americans with property remained able to vote well into the twentieth century. In
managing the funds for the Comité de Citoyens, the stevedore from the docks at New
Orleans furthered a tradition of Afro-Creole organizing that was six decades in the
making and bound up with centuries of black craftsmanship and naval work. In taking a
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stand at his beach house with a shotgun tucked behind his couch, Paul Bonseigneur’s
actions foreshadowed the long-term connections between African American land
ownership and the civil rights revolution of the mid-twentieth century.195
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THE CUT-OVER FRONTIER
A new kind of history, fortunately, is being written these days. This new
kind of history aims to tell what lives are being lived by men and women
throughout the world. It tells you who the great men were, but it also tells
you how the common man lived, and what he thought. It finds the lives of
the humblest as interesting as the lives of the greatest men in the world.
Are there any very old people in Bogalusa? If you know a man or a woman
here who is eighty-five years old, and if you can get that person to tell you
of his life, you would be in a position to begin writing the history of the
Negro in Washington Parish. Bogalusa is a new town. How did these old
people happen to come here? What work did they find here? Why did they
leave their old homes? What do they remember about slavery? What do they
remember about Reconstruction? What do they think of the white folks?
What do the white folks think of them?
If you know any old people in the country who own their farms, you should
find out how they managed to buy those farms. Do you know that the
percentage of Negro owners of farms is higher in Washington Parish than
in any other parish in the State of Louisiana? Do you know that there were,
in 1930, 769 Negro families living on farms in Washington Parish? Do you
know that 325 of these farm families owned their own homes? That is
history – the true story of how it happened that down here in this corner of
Louisiana Negroes should have greater success in buying homes than
anywhere else in the entire State.
Now, let us take a look at your own city. There were, in 1930, 1,391 Negro
families in this city. Of this number, 260 owned their homes. That meant
that twice as many families in Bogalusa owned fewer homes than the
colored people out in the country. Why is that? Is it because it costs more
to buy a home in Bogalusa than in the country? Or is it because the people
in Bogalusa are not as industrious as those in the country?
You may never be able to find out any of these things. But I have mentioned
them to you to show that your life is history, a true story as interesting as
any you can find in the history books. Now, the answers to these questions,
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and to others, about the 9,049 colored people in Washington Parish, when
added to the history of the thousands and millions of colored people
elsewhere in the United States, represent history, and make the stuff that
will go into the history books ten, fifteen, twenty years from now.196
On February 15, 1935, sociologist Horace Mann Bond preached “A New Kind of
Negro History” to a room full of African American sawmill workers and lumberjacks in
Bogalusa, Louisiana. It was radical. The talk’s groundbreaking characteristics had less to
do with methodology than with content, although his emphasis on fine-grained statistical
research and ethnography did reflect emerging trends in historical scholarship. Bond’s
history was radical because of what he promised his listeners they would find – and what
it would teach them about the forests they had a hand in transforming. He was right.
Bogalusa was new. In 1906, brothers Frank and Charles Goodyear of Buffalo, New York
founded the sawmill town with hopes of creating a major manufacturing center. Three
years later the Great Southern Lumber Company began cutting over some five hundred
thousand acres of timber there. When it closed in 1938, it had been sawing more than a
million board feet of lumber a day for decades.197 The black folks out in the country
witnessed the devastation the company wrought first hand. Some of it occurred at their

196

Horace Mann Bond, “A New Kind of Negro History, Bogalusa, Louisiana,
February 15, 1935,” Horace Mann Bond Papers, Part 4: Addresses (microfilm), reel 10,
frame 307, in Bostock Library, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina (Hereinafter
cited as Bond Papers).
197

Frank and Charles Goodyear of Buffalo, New York incorporated the Great
Southern Lumber Company and New Orleans Great Northern Railroad in 1902. Under
the leadership of general manager William H. Sullivan, Great Southern broke ground on
Bogalusa in 1904. On the origins and development of the two companies in relation to the
city, see Owen James Hyman, “Corporate Organization and Social Control in the New
South, 1902-1980” (master’s thesis, Southeastern Louisiana University, 2012), 2-59.
131

expense. The young sociologist knew that if anyone in the audience did talk to some oldtimers, they would hear a story that put the lie to Great Southern’s company line of
economic prosperity and industrial harmony. He had the field work to prove it.
Horace Mann Bond’s history of Washington Parish remains significant today
because it offers a powerful countervailing narrative to the vision of the southern
environment expounded by firms like Great Southern in the first half of the twentieth
century. That view continues to shape scholarly, corporate, and popular understandings of
the Deep South’s forests and their people. Great Southern manager and Bogalusa mayor
William H. Sullivan’s drive to build a permanent agricultural and industrial base for the
town spurred two distinct approaches to the thousands of acres of cut-over land the
company created each year.198 Each of these strategies – the sale of deforested acreage as
farms and its conversion into sprawling pine tree plantations – required a different reading
of agricultural potential in the Piney Woods. What these competing narratives shared was
a tendency to denigrate the experiences of Bond’s informants, who knew the truth lay
somewhere in the balance. Faced with the destruction of forests that for centuries had
supported a tradition of open range agriculture, followed by the rapid rise of monocrop
pine agriculture, the black farmers of Washington Parish adapted to a landscape
transformed twice within two generations. Their hard work shows exactly what was at
stake when the Comité de Citoyens called for armed self-defense by African American land
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owners. It also highlights the resilience of black communities in a region associated
primarily with white herdsmen.199
In the first two decades of Great Southern’s epic tear through the woods its
managers promoted what historian Deborah Fitzgerald called “the industrial ideal” then
taking shape in American agriculture.200 In order to draw “progressive farmers” to
Washington Parish the company set up a model stock farm as a showcase for improved
agriculture and husbandry. Under the direction of the firm’s cut-over land department, the
Bogue Chitto Stock Farm offered demonstrations of farm machinery as well as stud-service
from registered bulls and champion boars. As head of the Bogalusa Chamber of Commerce,
Sullivan helped establish a canning factory to provide a guaranteed market for local farmers
– with the caveat that the town’s merchants would have a hand in directing “what to plant
and when to plant.” All of these efforts were balanced by a campaign against open range
herding.201 Great Southern’s land men argued the eighty acres of stumps the company
produced daily could be profitably converted into truck farms and ranches if local farmers
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would just cast off the vestiges of extensive agriculture that kept them poor.202 In this sense,
the firm’s propaganda minimized the importance of local agricultural traditions for
supporting community development among the African American families spread out
along the tributaries of the Bogue Chitto River.
When Great Southern’s massive sawmill cut its first log in 1909, Will Sullivan and
the Goodyears believed it would take thirty-five years to saw through a half million acres.
They did it in just twenty-nine. This outcome was already evident by 1917, prompting the
company to embark on an unprecedented plan to hand-plant a commercial pine forest – the
first such venture in the South. The following year it opened a subsidiary, the Bogalusa
Paper Company, which initially ran on refuse from the mill and later on pulpwood from
the firm’s new forests.203 Long after Great Southern’s band saws shut down in 1938, sulfur
still pours from the stacks above Bogalusa and tree farms across Washington Parish
202
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continue to yield fresh crops of pulpwood in affirmation of Sullivan’s dream of industrial
permanence. As other firms followed Great Southern’s lead, they began deploying a
different narrative of the Piney Woods environment that discounted African Americans’
own ability to persist on the cut-over frontier. In their lobbying for state and federal
subsidies for reforestation, lumbermen argued industrial pine forests represented the
highest use for soils in places like Washington Parish. Their attacks on the open range
continued too, with foresters identifying wild hogs and fires set by livestock owners as the
chief enemies of young pine saplings.204
The South’s culture of white supremacy was embedded in and evolved through
these material reorganizations of the region’s forests. Yet the environmental narratives
lumbermen and foresters wielded as they sought to remake the cut have obscured this
relationship. In Washington Parish, Jim Crow hastened the collapse of the stands of
longleaf pine black farmers relied upon to range their cattle by enabling the manipulation
of timber cutting contracts. Reforestation in turn perpetuated Jim Crow as African
American land owners found themselves locked out of the subsidies forest industry
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As lumber and paper firms in the South began to adopt reforestation practices,
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lobbyists had worked so hard to achieve. As environmental historian Paul Sutter has
argued, the reforestation of eroded cotton lands and cut-over forests physically effaced
centuries of southern land use together with the region’s deep histories of human
exploitation and racial violence. What Sutter calls “the ecology of erasure” was always
balanced by an epistemology that equated extensive or shifting agriculture with
environmental disorder and economic deprivation.205 In rejecting herding culture as a set
of anti-modern practices more fit for the nineteenth century frontier, field scientists
working in the South helped write black herdsmen out of the narratives of deforestation
and reforestation altogether.206
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Countering this narrative erasure requires stepping outside of the mills and the
lumber camps that have captured the interest of most historians of African American life
and labor in the Piney Woods. It means again following the water, this time away from the
coast and into the uplands, to the first and second bottoms where many freedpeople and
their families built communities in the decades after Emancipation. Paying attention to
interlopers like Horace Mann Bond – that is researchers who took African American
environmental knowledge seriously – is vital for understanding the cut-over color lines
bound up with reforestation. In the first half of the twentieth century a wave of scholars
canvassed the South to explore questions of racial inequality, environmental degradation,
and economic development. Much of this work focused on what geographer Charles Aiken
called “the plantation crescent,” a band of concentrated plantation agriculture that swept
from the Virginia Tidewater, through the Piedmont of South Carolina and Georgia, and
across the Alabama Black Belt into northeastern Mississippi.207 Still, scholars did produce
important studies of African American agriculture in the lower Pearl River Valley. Horace
Mann Bond’s ethnographies, taken together with the investigations of agricultural chemist
Eugene Beverly Ferris, present a very different view of farming in the Piney Woods than
that advanced by corporate foresters.
To fully gauge the importance of Bond’s and Ferris’s work, it is necessary to
examine the ways in which a corporate-centered history of the forests of the Deep South
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has come at the expense of deeper understanding of African American agriculture there.
These problems begin with Reconstruction, especially with scholarly treatments of the
Homestead Acts in the South. The Radical Republican authors of the Southern Homestead
Act of 1866 restricted the disposal of federal land in the five southern public land states to
homesteading alone in hope of fostering black land ownership.208 Yet southerners met the
legislation with recalcitrance. Registrars in the General Land Office invalidated certificates
with clerical errors without warning and did little to protect the interests of black
homesteaders who faced competing claims to their property.209 The long battle to repeal
the legislation ended in April 1876 at the hands of a national, bipartisan coalition of
congressmen eager to open up the vast tracts of longleaf pine and cypress in the South to
logging.210 With the return of cash sales of federal lands in the region, what had been a
decade-long trickle of land out of the public domain and into the hands of private citizens
became a flood. Much of this property fell under corporate control.
When historians discuss the many failures of the Southern Homestead Act of 1866,
they often do so without taking note of African Americans’ reliance on the Homestead Act
of 1862 to acquire land – a process that persisted well into the twentieth century. This story
of failed social justice and the legislation of 1866 fits neatly into a narrative framework of
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industrial boom and environmental decline surrounding the collapse of Reconstruction
itself. Agricultural historian Paul Wallace Gates first tied the collapse of the Southern
Homestead Act to sectional reconciliation nearly eight decades ago. Scholars, including
environmental historians, who have taken up his treatment of the law’s inefficacy have
done little to move beyond his interpretations in the interim.211
The ethnographic interviews Horace Mann Bond conducted with John Wilson at
Bethel confirm just how important the Homestead Act of 1862 was for black farmers in
Washington Parish. Bond transcribed Wilson’s descriptions of the size, location, and origin
of dozens of African American farms in the communities of Bethel, Star Creek, Black Jack,
Hayes Creek, Jemison Creek.212 These accounts of the land holdings of Wilson’s neighbors
and family members proved incredibly accurate, although he tended to round the acreages
of their farms to multiples of eighty. While many of the farms Wilson described were
acquired through purchases from allied white families, the records of the Government Land
Office bear out his emphasis on the significance of homesteading.213 In the 1880s and
1890s, John’s father Isom Wilson and his uncle Simon were among those who registered
211
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land patents under the act. So was longtime postmaster and Republican operative Green
Magee – the grandfather of John Wilson’s wife Tempie Magee. Wilson stressed that a
number of African American schools and churches cropped up among these farmsteads,
especially near Green Magee’s place. As will be seen, these sites became important points
of cooperation between black farmers and state Cooperative Extension Agents.
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Figure 4.1  

Black Institutions in Washington Parish in 1925

The freedpeople of Washington Parish homesteaded land along the tributaries of the Bogue
Chitto River. Note that much of the land in this vicinity – that shaded green and labeled
“R” for Ruston Sandy Loam and that shaded Orange and labeled “Of” for Orangeburg Fine
Sandy Loam – consisted of soils that remain valuable for agricultural production. Detail
from Alfred Conrad Anderson, Soil Survey of Washington Parish, Louisiana (Washington,
DC: US Department of Agriculture, 1925). Scan provided by LSU Special Collections,
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, Louisiana (with emphasis added by the author).
On Ruston soils, see United States Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources
Conservation
Service,
Official
Soil
Series
Descriptions,
https://soilseries.sc.egov.usda.gov/OSD_Docs/R/RUSTON.html. On Orangeburg soils,
see https://soilseries.sc.egov.usda.gov/OSD_Docs/O/ORANGEBURG.htm.
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Figure 4.2  

Cooperative Extension Work in Washington Parish in 1940

Note the concentration of African American Self-Help Leagues and 4-H Clubs in areas that
also supported schools. Map from "1940 Narrative Report for Washington Parish by Oliver
C. Guiton, Local County Agent," Agricultural Extension Service Records: Narrative and
Statistical Reports of Administrative and Supervisory Work with Negroes/Assistant
County and Home Agents for Work with Negroes (hereinafter cited as Extension Service
Records), box 6, folder 26, LSU Special Collections, Louisiana State University, Baton
Rouge.
The potential for Piney Woods soils to support communities like those at Bethel or Star
Creek has been overshadowed by a narrative of timber extraction widely referred to as the
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“cut out and get out” phase of southern lumber production.214 In this telling, the debt on
investments in land and machinery coupled with high taxes for standing timber forced
southern manufacturers to liquidate their timber as soon as possible – even when doing so
came at a loss. Such interpretations follow what environmental historian William Cronon
called “the logic of capital,” that is the ways in which fixed costs for manufacturers and
transporters perpetuate, accelerate, and expand commodity flows.215 While the “cut out and
get out” framework rightly emphasizes the devastation wrought by the rush to convert trees
into capital, it sacrifices an understanding of the complex interactions between lumber
companies and smaller land owners for a sweeping tale of environmental collapse driven
by economic imperatives. The perseverance of African American communities within the
cut, a feat made even more difficult in the face of widespread racial violence and economic
discrimination, finds little place in this story.
Of course, the clearcutting that characterized logging in the South from the end of
Reconstruction through the first three decades of the twentieth century was an
environmental and economic disaster. Most Lumber companies left behind what historian
Steven Reich described as “a piney woods ‘Rust Belt’ of dilapidated mill sites, abandoned
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mill towns, and cutover land.”216 Large firms proved especially devastating to soils, given
their use of railroad-driven steam skidders that dragged entire trees through the forest as
quickly as lumber crews could fell them.217 Although they employed destructive logging
practices, Will Sullivan and the Goodyears had hoped to avoid the worst consequences of
lumber manufacturing with their vision of industrial permanence supplemented first by
agricultural research and then reforestation. The cultural capital they received in exchange
was considerable. As early as 1916, Federal Trade Commissioner William H. Parry
contrasted Bogalusa with mill towns “built for temporary occupation for the use of an
industry that is constantly moving upon the frontier.” Once Great Southern’s plans for
perpetual reforestation and paper-making took off throughout the rest of the industry, the

firm became a fixture in accounts of the rise of a new era of forest conservation in the
South.218
Scholars recognize that the shift from a regime of exhaustive timber extraction to
sustainable pine tree agriculture “could never be carried out as a monolithic strategic plan,”
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in the words of one group of prominent foresters.219 Still the story of “cut out and get out”
robs the long process deforestation and recovery of some of its contingency. The key here
is that the organization, scale, and intensity of logging varied widely at different times and
places in the first six decades after Reconstruction. While environmental degradation was
widespread it was never total and it certainly was not instantaneous, leaving significant
opportunities for folks like John Wilson to build farms and raise families in the woods. As
with the failures of the Southern Homestead Act, the destruction of “cut out and get out”
presents a seductive narrative device that obliterates alternative paths and simultaneous
developments. The Deep South’s cut-over color lines lie precisely within these lacunae.220
An emphasis on reforestation as a foil to decades of wasteful logging practices
brings its own distortions to our understanding of African American communities on the
cut-over frontier. When historians repeat claims that reforestation represented the highest
use for southern pine lands, they perpetuate the critiques of southern agriculture that lay at
the heart of the lumber industry’s lobbying.221 Moreover, when scholars tell the story of
reforestation they too often focus on the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). It is easy to
understand why. Between 1933 and 1942, the CCC built state parks and national forests,
constructed fire prevention infrastructure on public lands, and planted trees on millions of
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acres to help check erosion.222 The program looms large in our historical imagination
because it adds an environmental dimension to a heroic narrative of the Great Depression
that historian Alison Collis Greene calls “the myth of the redemptive Depression.” It was
a dramatic war on waste carried out by physically and spiritually transformative work.223
Yet the CCC was just one part of a much longer effort to reforest the South that perpetuated
regimes of black labor and white surveillance.224 Nor was it the only route to environmental
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redemption in the Piney Woods, as the experiences of black farmers in southeast Louisiana
and southwest Mississippi demonstrate.
The lower Pearl River Valley offers an ideal environment by which to test the forest
industries’ claims regarding the agricultural productivity of the Piney Woods. As a locus
of important early forestry research, it also offers insight into the ways in the South’s
culture of Jim Crow both structured and was structured by reforestation on cut-over lands.
The region was home to some of the largest lumber firms in the South in the late-nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, including the Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company and
Great Southern. The two firms cut out around a diverse set of African American
communities on both banks of the Pearl River, the distribution and structure of which were
intimately related to the histories of plantation agriculture and shipping in the region. Two
of these communities attracted the attention of researchers whose work pushed back against
the typical claims of foresters in the Piney Woods. In 1901, an eighteen-year-old John
Wilson set up on fifty acres of “green Pine Woods” at Bethel, Louisiana. There he
accumulated decades of farming experience he later described in great detail to Horace
Mann Bond. In 1902, agricultural chemist Eugene Beverly Ferris opened the Piney Woods
Branch of the Mississippi Agricultural Experiment Station at McNeill, Mississippi. Across
two decades of research, Ferris affirmed the viability of the agricultural strategies Wilson
and his neighbors used to cultivate cut-over lands.225
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McNeill is situated in Pearl River County, directly across the Pearl River from
Washington Parish. It lies about thirty-five miles east-southeast of Bethel and the other
black communities along the Bogue Chitto River and thirty miles north of Pearlington. Soil
scientists who canvassed the McNeill area in 1903 found conditions similar to those in
Washington Parish. Orangeburg sandy loam represented the most desirable upland soils in
both locales – a fact residents understood and took advantage of in acquiring land. The
construction of the New Orleans and Northeastern Railroad in the 1880s had tripled the
price of undeveloped land, from five dollars an acre in the 1870s to about fifteen dollars in
1903. The railroad from New Orleans to Cincinnati also provided a significant boost to the
lumber, charcoal, and turpentine industries in Pearl River County. Nonetheless,
homesteaders in the early twentieth century could still acquire one hundred and sixty acre
tracts of federal land stocked with timber in and around McNeill.226
The greater incidence of antebellum plantations on the Bogue Chitto River than
along the Pearl River’s tributaries to the east contributed to important demographic
differences between Washington Parish and Pearl River County. Unlike St. Tammany
Parish and Hancock County to the south, they did not enjoy access to Lake Pontchartrain
or the Gulf and so did not have significant populations of landowning black sailors or
shipwrights. The bottomland soils of the Bogue Chitto proved less swampy and more
amenable to staple crop agriculture than those on the Pearl though, thereby drawing more
planters to Washington Parish than the area that became Pearl River County. Antebellum

226

William G. Smith and William T. Carter, Jr. “Soil Survey of the McNeill Area,
Mississippi,” in Field Operations of the Bureau of Soils, 1903. (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 1904):405-418.
148

miscegenation on Washington Parish plantations established the family alliances across the
color line that helped freedpeople establish farms like those Horace Mann Bond alluded to
in his speech to Bogalusa’s black workers.227 In contrast, only a few plantations appeared
along the east bank of the Pearl and on the East and West Hobolochitto Creeks.228 Although
fewer African Americans owned their own farms in Pearl River County than in Washington
Parish, investigators from the Bureau of Soils concluded that those who did lived “fairly
well.” The scientists found one more legacy of the antebellum plantation system in Pearl
River County: new forests growing on fields that had been abandoned during the Civil
War.229
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In 1902, Eugene Beverly Ferris arrived in McNeill to determine the best methods
for bringing those old fields back into cultivation along with the cut-over pine lands lumber
companies were racking up across the state. Ferris was born near Trinity, Alabama in 1873,
and grew up in a landscape that had been wracked by war and agricultural abandonment in
its own right. When he was nineteen Ferris enrolled in Mississippi State Agricultural and
Mechanical College in Starkville, Mississippi after determining he would be unable to
afford medical school. At Mississippi State he earned his Bachelor of Science degree in
agriculture in 1895 and a Master of Science degree in chemistry in 1897. Throughout his
work as a Master’s student and into 1902, he conducted research on chemical fertilizers
and soils with his mentor, state chemist W. L. Hutchinson. As Ferris put it decades later,
when he began his career the most common fertilizers were cottonseed mash and bat guano.
At the time there were “fewer than 15000 tons of commercial fertilizer sold in
Mississippi.”230 When he moved to south Mississippi the state was thus in the midst of a
major land use transition. Railroad logging with steam skidders was increasing the rate of

230

Scott, Eugene Beverly Ferris and Agricultural Science in the Lower South, 2651; W. L. Hutchinson, W. R. Perkins, and E. B. Ferris, Soils of Mississippi: Chemical and
Physical Composition, Mississippi Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin no. 65
(Agricultural College: Mississippi Agricultural Experiment Station, 1900), 1-21; Eugene
Beverly Ferris, “Talk Made at Farmers Meeting, Port Gibson, Miss.”, Eugene B. Ferris
Collection (hereinafter cited as Ferris Collection), box 1, folder 20, Department of
Archives and Special Collections, J. D. Williams Library, University of Mississippi,
University, Mississippi; Eugene Beverly Ferris, “Ferris Memoirs of South Mississippi in
the Early Days,” Ferris Collection, box 2, folder 10 (quote).
150

deforestation while research like that carried out by Ferris and Hutchinson was intensifying
agriculture.231
Although Great Southern’s name is closely associated with research on new uses
for cut-over land, it is clear that the visionary Yankees at Bogalusa weren’t the only folks
interested in the fate of the former pine forests in the lower Pearl River Valley. The Piney
Woods Branch of the Mississippi Agricultural Experiment Station was the product of
significant local inputs from land owners, lumber companies, and the New Orleans and
Northeastern Railroad. In 1900, the state legislature passed enabling legislation that
authorized the creation of an experiment station in a community somewhere in south
Mississippi’s Piney Woods – provided the community donated at least two hundred acres
of land for the site. The citizens and businesses of Pearl River and Hancock Counties
answered the call. In exchange for establishing the research unit at McNeill, they donated
nearly two thousand acres of land on the New Orleans Northeastern Railroad and more
than three thousand dollars to Mississippi State College. The Experiment Station’s Board
of Trustees tapped Ferris to head what became the first permanent branch station in the
state.232
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Ferris represented the leading edge of agricultural modernization in Mississippi’s
Piney Woods. Nonetheless, his research pointed to the viability of agricultural practices
that lumbermen, foresters, and other field scientists had long looked upon with disdain.
Across two decades of work in south Mississippi, Ferris determined that many of the best
practices for agriculture in the Piney Woods were already in use. Some of his earliest
investigations involved the practical problem of how best to clear cut-over pine lands for
agriculture. Given the brittle character of longleaf pine roots, farmers like John Wilson who
started out on “green pine woods” could farm cut-over land immediately simply by plowing
between the stumps.233 Ferris recommended removing them beforehand if possible to
eliminate reduced yields, which ranged “from ten to twenty per cent by space lost on
account of stumps.” After experimenting with dynamite, several different stump-pulling
machines, and chemical solvents, the young scientist determined that simply burning the
stumps represented the most efficient method for removing them. Burning stumps brought
the additional advantage of creating charcoal, the sale of which could help pay for the costs
of clearing the land.234 The same industry had once brought Henri Necaise from the
bottoms of the Wolf River to New Orleans by way of the Gutter.
In his search for the best cash crops for farms in the Piney Woods, Ferris again
deferred to local environmental knowledge. He noted the farmers of McNeill and nearby
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Carriere grew snap beans and sweet potatoes as truck crops, the latter of which had helped
sustain black communities along the Gulf Coast since San Malo broke free from the
colonial plantation regime in New Orleans. Ferris discovered another excellent crop for
farmers in south Mississippi that also had a long history in New Orleans: sugar cane. Early
experiments with the crop at McNeill demonstrated that the sandy loam soils of the region
produced “a syrup of unsurpassed color and flavor.”235 He later called it “doubtless the best
paying crop” provided it was grown “as it has been in the past, in small quantities to each
farm by a large number of small farmers.” The primary impediment to sugar cane in Pearl
River County was the inconsistent quality of the syrup local farmers made from their
harvests each year.236
Black farmers in Washington Parish enjoyed the same environmental benefits to
growing cane with fewer cultural disadvantages, in part due to the stronger tradition of
plantation agriculture there. Unlike Pearl River County, Washington Parish had a welldeveloped infrastructure for processing, storing, marketing, and financing the production
of cane syrup.237 This formal economy allowed for the informal relationships of payment
in kind through syrup that John Wilson used to finance the labor he needed to bring in his
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other cash crops like cotton and corn. Wilson ultimately acquired hundreds of acres of land
in Washington Parish while hiring workers with a combination of cash, meat, and syrup
from sugar cane. His success in doing so provides some sense of the quality of the land he
was working as well. Ferris stressed that sugar cane did best on “well drained bottom
lands.” While the finest alluvial bottom lands along the Bogue Chitto had long been
occupied by the region’s planter class, the African Americans at Bethel and Star Creek
worked first and second bottoms that closely conformed to the land Ferris presided over at
McNeill.238
Ferris’s work with the Mississippi State Experiment Station in the first two decades
of the twentieth century cut to the heart of a debate then taking place within the lumber
industry regarding the colonization of the South’s cut-over lands. In one sense, the
argument over colonization was a question of which version of natural resource
conservation would prevail as lumber manufacturers turned away from the old “cut out and
get out” model of timber extraction. By the end of World War I the viability of reforestation
was still in doubt. Many lumbermen believed the practice of agriculture on cut-over lands
remained the most efficient method for bringing them back into production. Others
suggested the agricultural potential of southern pine lands was overblown.239 There was
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more to the debate than just a question of land use, though. As the very name implies, the
colonization project was fraught by the lumber industry’s exploitative relationship with
African American workers in the South. The relationship between agriculture and the racial
anxieties of manufacturers would become increasingly evident as they sought to stem the
Great Migration of African Americans to the North after World War I.240
In the spring of 1914, the dueling visions of conservation behind the colonization
debate were on full display from the officers at the Fifth Annual Meeting of the Louisiana
Forestry Association. In the presidential address, Urania Lumber Company founder Henry
E. Hardtner decried the depletion of the South’s standing timber. He had little interest in
the conversion of cut-over pine lands to agriculture, arguing that “conservation of soil,
streams, birds, fish, game, health, and climate must depend largely on the perpetuation of
forests.”241 Will Sullivan, the association’s vice president, told a very different story about
directly referenced Ferris’s research with W. L. Hutchinson and W. R. Perkins on
Mississippi soils to counter Gulfport lumberman Hanan Gardner’s assertion that some of
the most productive corn acreage in the nation was located just twenty miles from his
home. Gilchrist focused on the chemical deficiencies of the state’s sandy loams rather
than the soil scientists’ assessment that “we have never seen soils respond so well to
cowpeas and superphosphates as do the light loamy soils of this section.” See
Hutchinson, et al., Soils of Mississippi: Chemical and Physical Composition, Mississippi
Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin no. 65, 6.
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his company’s strategy. He insisted Great Southern practiced conservation through
economies of scale, utilizing fifty percent more of a tree than most other operations even
as it cut timber at a rate of more than eighty acres per day. Indeed, the firm was recovering
some 800,000 board feet of lumber from its slab pile each month. Although Sullivan would
eventually adopt Hardtner’s approach to reforestation, in 1914 he remained committed to
resettling cut-over land with small farmers.242
In 1915, Great Southern’s managers confirmed their dedication to colonization with
the creation of the Bogue Chitto Stock Farm near Isabel, in southern Washington Parish.
At the same time, they began surveying eighty acre farms in the cut for sale to prospective
farmers. The 11,272-acre stock farm was situated in the bottomlands of the Bogue Chitto
River just west of its confluence with the Pearl River on the Louisiana-Mississippi
border.243 Farm manager D. T. Cushing billed it as a model for “general farming and
started buying up cut-over land for reforestation in the first decade of the twentieth
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livestock raising on a scientific basis,” complete with grain silos, prize livestock, and
dipping vats to combat cattle ticks. With its harvests of oats, corn, sugar cane, peanuts,
peas, melons, Irish potatoes, and sweet potatoes, the enterprise was a showcase for the
region’s agricultural potential that remained “open to visitors at all times.” Cushing also
posited the Bogue Chitto Stock Farm as a clearinghouse for improved genetic stock that
would allow farmers to parlay the region’s “cheap land” and “cheap cattle” into respectable
herds. He stressed that the feral razorback – in comparison to the farm’s champion Duroc
boars – was “becoming merely a reminder of an unprogressive past.” With 2658 acres
under fence, open range herding held no place in Great Southern’s agricultural program.244
The racial dimensions of the operation at Isabel highlight the interpretive costs of
treating the campaign against livestock disease and the open range as a political struggle
between a primarily white yeomanry and “progressive” agricultural reformers. In her study
of southerners’ resistance to tick eradication programs, environmental historian Claire
Strom wrote African American herdsmen out of the story. “Understandably more
concerned with matters of personal and familial safety,” she claimed, “these men usually
shied away from political conflict and were also denied membership in the white bastions
of yeoman culture.”245 Beyond glossing over the ways in which state power perpetuated
white supremacist violence – a key element of Jim Crow culture itself – this view overlooks
the syncretic nature of the South’s herding traditions. It also cuts over one of the most
important ways in which the mental and material aspects of white supremacy converged
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upon the southern landscape. To be sure, state power forced black and white farmers alike
to bring their cattle to government-operated dipping vats akin to those at Isabel. Yet the
agricultural incentives that backed up this coercion, like the stud service Great Southern
offered at its stock farm, were mostly out of reach for black herdsmen. Such would be the
case with state support for reforestation in Washington Parish just a few years later.
The disconnect between the services offered at the Bogue Chitto Stock Farm and
the African American community in Washington Parish becomes clear by following the
water. Black farmers like John Wilson acquired land along the creek bottoms that fed into
the Bogue Chitto near the center of the parish, in the area with the highest concentration of
antebellum plantations. Isabel, as John Wilson described it, was “the white section. There
wasn’t any Colored people there.” More ominously, he insisted “Colored folks could not
live there.” These statements give some indication of the racial makeup of the tenants
working the stock farm, the intended market for the new homesteads Great Southern was
laying out for sale, and the clientele for the farm’s demonstration work.246 Rather than
being excluded from yeoman culture, African American land owners and herdsmen faced
exclusion from the subsidies that businesses, the states, and the federal government used
to help transform that culture.247
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As John Wilson put it, the African Americans of Washington Parish “don’t
look up to the white people and imitate them in every respect. They build their houses
like the white people. Like one that they say that the white man had built or put an
addition to it. You couldn’t tell who they were if you were not from around there.” Thus,
white yeoman culture was not some ideal toward which they were striving. By the very
definition of the open range, African American land owners were necessary constituents
of the yeoman culture that did exist in Washington Parish. See Bond, “Notes about the
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The environmental history of Jim Crow in the forests of the Deep South is in many
ways a history of exclusion through the denial of resources to African Americans.248 It is
also a history of perseverance and resilience, as Horace Mann Bond intimated in his lecture
to Bogalusa’s black working class. Writing African Americans out of the story of
agricultural reform movements like tick eradication, the campaign to close the open range,
or even reforestation transforms those histories of exclusion and resilience into cut-over
color lines. It allows the “ecology of erasure” to do its work on our historical memory and
not just on the land. Emphasizing the shared stake black and white land owners held in the
commons brings the environmental aspects of white supremacy and black resistance to the
fore without treating African Americans as if they were marginal to the South’s political
economy. Writing African Americans back into histories of agricultural reform and
reforestation on the cut-over frontier in turn helps define a continuum of policy-making
that denied black farmers access to resources across the twentieth century.249 In this sense,
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reforestation was not a dramatic break from earlier forms of destructive land use but of one
piece with existing strategies to maintain African Americans’ place as subordinate laborers.
It should come as no surprise that when lumber firms did take up the cause of
African American colonization on cut-over lands it came at a moment of intense anxiety
regarding the stability of their workforce. African American emigration during World War
I brought fears of what the Louisiana Department of Labor and Industrial Statistics called
the “Exodus of Labor.”250 Postwar reconstruction brought the opportunity to solve two
problems at once. On Armistice Day, 1918, the Southern Settlement and Development
Organization and US Reclamation Service convened the Southern Land Congress in
Savannah, Georgia to consider the fate of “millions of acres … lying idle throughout a
large part” of the South. Over two days, representatives from six trade associations called
for federal aid to colonize returning soldiers and African-American sharecroppers on cutover lands. They hoped a combined force of veterans and landless farmers would occupy
the region, transforming deforested landscapes first into rangeland and then into productive
territory. The mounting European demand for agricultural goods, they believed, created an
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unprecedented opportunity to reclaim lands ravaged by five decades of timber
harvesting.251
Just as the 1914 meeting of the Louisiana Forestry Association featured two
competing definitions of conservation, participants at the 1918 Southern Land Congress
offered two very different racial justifications for colonization. Repeating one of Dixie’s
most hackneyed saws, US Reclamation Service consulting engineer H. T. Cory stated “the
Southern people understand the negro better than the rest of the nation.” As a result of that
understanding, he added, “the general public sentiment in the South calls for essential
economic justice.” The colonization of cut-over lands in the Gulf and Atlantic Coastal
Plains represented one path toward achieving that social justice. Cory stressed that while
most of the southerners he spoke to believed “the negroes should be segregated and kept
to themselves,” they nonetheless supported “making full provisions for the returned negro
soldier and sailor.” In a sweeping vision of regional transformation typical of the
Reclamation Service, the engineer suggested that settlement and reclamation along the
Coastal Plain could reverse long-standing patterns of emigration to the North and the West
and build up infrastructure in the South.252
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Cory’s narrative was a feel good story; L. R. Putnam, the Director of Advertising
for the Southern Pine Association, broached the subject with a view closer to that of
southern lumbermen. As he put it:
The negroes will make good settlers; they are native-born Americans. We
never encouraged the poor devil to own a home. The sawmill men never
appreciated the negro until a few months ago when they began to go North;
and then they found out they were losing a pretty good fellow; and they
were going by the thousands.
In an expression of post-World War I nativism, Putnam warned about placing Germans,
Russians, Chinese, or Japanese in the South as farmers. He also lamented efforts “to get
the no-account fellow from Porto Rico” or Mexican workers to replace African Americans
in the mills.253 Putnam’s disdain for eastern European, Asian, Latino, and even African
American workers – as he ultimately admitted – drives home the extent to which the
colonization debate was a matter of expediency rather than social responsibility or
economic justice. When lumber manufacturers abandoned the old practice of letting cutover lands lapse for taxes, they saw colonization as a way to wring further profits from an
exhaustive business model. When they witnessed their workforce in flux after World War
I, they turned to African American colonization as the answer. In any event, the Southern
Land Congress made it clear that companies would do nothing without the right federal
subsidy. The same would be true when they shifted their efforts to reforestation instead.

253

L. R. Putnam, “The Place of Advertising in the South’s Program,” in Soldier
Settlements in the South, 114 (quotes). On the difficulties foreign-born workers faced as
they navigated the post-World War I labor market, Lizbeth Cohen, Making A New Deal:
Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 1990), 53-97.
162

Although Great Southern had abandoned colonization by the time of the Southern
Land Conference, that firm’s experiences after World War I demonstrated the limits of
Putnam’s assumptions about labor. Black land ownership would by no means guarantee a
stable, pliant workforce. As historian William Powell Jones has argued, independent
agriculture helped sustain the biracial labor movement that arose in Bogalusa following the
war.254 Farming offered stability and a decreased dependence upon industrial wages in
company towns like Bogalusa, and so became an important resource for activism outside
the bounds of electoral politics. In a state marked by disfranchisement and a one-party
political system, and in a town where corporate leadership was synonymous with
governance, black politics was often manifest in individual acts of resistance.255 This is not
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to say that only land owners engaged in such actions. In Bogalusa, though, land ownership
helped develop a critical mass of activism that resulted in union organization across the
color line. In the surrounding countryside, it facilitated the construction of a series of
African American schools that mapped out the old contours of the Republican Party in the
parish.
In the spring of 1919, the American Federation of Labor began organizing in
Bogalusa in the face of intense resistance, and ultimately overwhelming firepower, from
Will Sullivan and other business leaders. The city’s workers established biracial,
segregated locals of the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners and the International
Union of Timber Workers in response to Great Southern rolling back the wage hikes it had
implemented during World War I.256 Sullivan and the members of the city’s Chamber of
Commerce met this activity with an organization of their own. At a meeting in May, 1919,
the Chamber created the paramilitary Self Preservation and Loyalty League to put
Bogalusa’s unions out of business. Even the group’s method of recruitment, an enormous
sign placed near the terminal of the New Orleans Great Northern Railroad, sent a clear
message to labor activists that the League was gunning for them. By 1920 the Self
Preservation and Loyalty League was a formidable private army. It boasted six hundred
members, full police powers, and funding from the Chamber of Commerce.257
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When Horace Mann Bond stressed the relative dearth of black landowners in
Bogalusa compared to the surrounding countryside, he was diagnosing a vital element of
Great Southern’s strategy for controlling workers. Although the company returned its
wages to wartime levels after only a few months in response to union agitation, it
immediately raised the rent on company housing to ensure that those workers most
dependent upon its largesse remained so.258 The move was a cunning strategy to teach
workers about the limits of their activism. Employees who owned their own homes outside
the confines of company housing and who had enough space to grow their own gardens or
even truck crops were immune to such manipulation. As such, the Loyalty League’s most
vicious assaults – particularly against African American workers – came down on those
who owned their own property.259
In November, 1919, when the Self Preservation and Loyalty League made its move
to crush the incipient union movement in Bogalusa, black land owners George Williams
and Sol Dacus were among the first to feel its wrath. George Williams moved to Bogalusa
in 1907, at one point operated a boarding house there, and had worked for Great Southern
on and off for years. In early November members of what he referred to as “the so-called
strong-armed squad” asked the sixty-five year old man to return to work there. He refused,
stating that he wouldn’t do so if it meant tearing up his union card. The Loyalty Leaguers
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offered a grim response: “‘Well, you had better get out of this town.’” Williams soon
learned what they meant when, on the night of November 21, the League abducted him
from his home and beat him out in the street with clubs. As he tried to ward off the blows,
the elderly man’s assailants broke both of his hands. In exile in New Orleans, Williams
told the African American newspaper The Vindicator “I have something like sixteen
hundred dollars worth of household goods, and a very large house. I hope some way can
be arranged that my things can be taken care of.”260 It was the independence derived from
this personal wealth, as much as his refusal to quit the union, that likely prompted the
Loyalty League to single him out for such punishment.
Sol Dacus came to Bogalusa by way of the Piney Woods Littoral. In his
reconstruction of Dacus’s travels, historian Stephen Norwood argued the black mill
worker’s participation in the labor movement probably began in the 1890s in Mobile,
Alabama. From there he sought opportunities in the booming lumber trade that was taking
hold along the coast toward New Orleans. In 1902 he moved to the four-year old city of
Gulfport, Mississippi, where he worked as an independent contractor on the docks and
almost certainly interacted with biracial unions there. The new port shipped lumber
streaming from Piney Woods rivers like the Wolf, the Biloxi, and the Pascagoula to the
world. Its trade quickly surpassed that of older towns like Pearlington and Gainesville on
the Pearl River. As the nation’s leading lumber exporter, Gulfport fulfilled J. F. H.
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Claiborne’s 1841 prophecy regarding the future of industry in Mississippi City.261 In 1908,
Dacus moved to Bogalusa, the new mecca of sawmilling on the Pearl River. With more
than a decade of experience in unionized industry, and with property outside the core of
Great Southern’s company housing, Dacus became the natural leader of the African
American wing of the city’s labor movement.262
The fifty-five year old mill worker’s landed autonomy, like that of George
Williams, made him a prime target for the Self Defense and Loyalty League. The same
night the League attacked Williams at his home they went after Sol Dacus too. He was a
more elusive target. A mob of Loyalty Leaguers one hundred strong converged on the
Dacus house with guns blazing, actions that belied their ostensible purpose of serving his
arrest warrant. The gunfire alerted him to their deadly intentions and gave him an
opportunity to sneak outside unnoticed, where he hid in a swamp for the night. Unable to
beat Dacus as they had Williams, or murder as was their most likely objective, the Loyalty
League instead decided to take out their wrath on his home. After considering the option
of burning it to the ground, they instead decided to trash the building and destroy the Dacus
family’s belongings.263
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On November 22, the biracial solidarity that brought the segregated locals of the
Carpenters and Joiners and the Timber Workers together under the umbrella of Bogalusa’s
Central Trades and Labor Council was on full display. It would be for the last time. With
the aid of union members J. P. Bouchillon and S. J. O’Rourke, Dacus marched down
Bogalusa’s main drag to file a complaint regarding the previous night’s attack through the
Council’s office. His two white allies escorted him with shotguns in hand. The Loyalty
League responded in force and drove the men to take shelter at their destination, the garage
operated by Council president Lem Williams. The three men found reinforcements inside,
but they were no match for the League’s posse. Although Dacus escaped to New Orleans,
where he found work in another sawmill, the shootout cost the lives of Williams,
Bouchillon, O’Rourke, and a white union carpenter named Thomas Gaines. By November
25, when the New Orleans Times-Picayune sent reporters to investigate, no one in the city
was willing to grant a full interview.264 The union drive in Bogalusa was dead.
If violence erased African American labor politics from the streets of Bogalusa,
reforestation rendered the environmental foundations of black politics in the Piney Woods
invisible in the countryside. In 1917, after years of research on colonization, Great
Southern sold the Bogue Chitto Stock Farm to Texas rancher Julian M. Bassett of Dryden,
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Texas for seventy thousand dollars. In the same year, the firm began working with the
Louisiana Department of Conservation on fire control and ordered its logging crews to
leave seed trees behind as they cut out.265 Between 1919 and 1921, Great Southern carried
out a plan to hand-plant pines on cut-over land and established the first pine nursery in the
South. Three years later the Southern Forest Experiment Station in New Orleans began “a
cooperative reforestation program” with the company that produced definitive studies on
propagating, planting, and caring for the southern pines.266 Through joint research carried
out by Great Southern and the US Forest Service at Bogalusa and McNeil, the Pearl River
Valley became a critical proving ground for reforestation strategies that would help
transform broad swaths of the South’s pine and cotton belts during and after the New
Deal.267
In an environment that had supported open range herding for centuries – and
extensive agriculture for millennia – scientists transformed pine silviculture into a
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technology of erasure that soon spread from the Deep South to the Global South.268 Its
effects on historical memory were not just material. The physical transformation of the
Piney Woods was backed by a changing narrative of productivity that accompanied the rise
of reforestation. In 1924 congress passed the Clarke-McNary Act, authorizing a federal and
state cost-sharing program for fire control and reforestation. As other firms began to follow
the path blazed by Henry Hardtner’s Urania Lumber Company and Great Southern, the
stories lumbermen and foresters told about the South, its soils, and its farmers changed. C.
C. Sheppard of the Louisiana Central Lumber Company summed up this evolving narrative
in 1940:
Thousands of dollars were lost by private enterprise in their endeavors to
transform southern cut-over lands into extensive cattle ranges. It is not
necessary here to enumerate the reasons why this southern cattle range
movement failed, save to point out that among other causes, local settler
resistance, the cattle tick, and prolific southern pines interposed themselves.
The southern pines despite little attention, volunteered in continuous growth
sufficiently to convince the lumbermen that God had made the coastal plain
area of the Southern States a pine-tree country.269
Sheppard’s statement amounted to the “logic of capital” redefined for the pulp and paper
industry and transubstantiated into the will of God. The mixed-use of cut-over lands that
actually evolved in the Piney Woods was nowhere to be found in such expressions of
environmental determinism.
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By the onset of the Great Depression, agricultural landscapes across the South were
in fact in need of repair. As the National Emergency Council put it in the 1938 Report on
Economic Conditions of the South, “Nature gave the South good soil … This heritage has
been sadly exploited.” Much of the region’s once fertile acreage was defaced by gullies,
eroded fields, and washed up piles of sand and gravel.270 Few scholars did more to
popularize reforestation as a solution to all of these problems than Rupert Vance, Howard
Odum, and their colleagues at the Institute for Social Science Research at the University
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. The two sociologists were relentless promoters of
economic and environmental restructuring in the South. As they saw it, the section’s great
endowment of land and soil had been wasted by short-sighted lumbermen and
sharecroppers locked into a plantation system that led them to disregard the health of their
farmland. In response, Vance and his colleagues joined foresters in calling for widespread
reforestation. Their arguments, which both drew upon and reinforced then-popular
critiques of submarginal farming, created an image of debased agriculture in the Piney
Woods that long resonated within southern historiography.271
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Horace Mann thought differently. Of course, he did not deny the presence of
widespread erosion in the South. Yet in 1934, while living in Washington Parish as an
educational investigator for the Julius Rosenwald Fund, he witnessed something striking.
“The land is cut-over timber land,” he observed, “and in this day would be classified as
‘sub-marginal.’” That land nonetheless supported a thriving community of African
American farmers who had donated land and pooled enough money to build four schools,
“Black Jack, Stark Creek, Jemison Creek, and Bethel,” all within a several mile radius.272
Bond’s assessment of the efficacy of African American farming on cut-over land in
Washington Parish received none of the attention Vance and Odum garnered for their work
on forestry and regional planning.273 Instead, Bond’s short study of Washington Parish was
filed away those of other researchers for the Rosenwald Fund and largely forgotten.
Although he planned a book based on the rich historical and environmental information in
his ethnographies with John Wilson, he left it unfinished. That work – entitled “Forty Acres
and A Mule” – was originally intended to support John Wilson after the murder and
lynching of two of his sons.274
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In 1934, Horace Mann Bond arrived in Washington Parish to help the Rosenwald
Fund determine the best methods for the practical education of African Americans in the
rural South. Bond was born in Nashville, Tennessee in 1904 to the theologian James Bond
and his wife Jane, both graduates of Oberlin College. When he was fourteen he enrolled in
Lincoln University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where he earned a Bachelor of the Arts
degree in 1923. The following year he began graduate work in the education department at
the University of Chicago, receiving a Master of Arts degree in 1926 and a Doctor of
Philosophy degree a decade later. In 1929, Bond obtained work as a research assistant for
the Rosenwald Fund in a three-state canvass of black schools in Alabama, North Carolina,
and Louisiana. The project gave him valuable experience working with rural students and
allowed him to carry out research on the relationship between intelligence testing scores
and environment.275 Robert Park, his mentor in the University of Chicago’s sociology
department, encouraged these studies.276
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Robert Park was a close ally of Booker T. Washington and one of the founders
of the “Chicago-school” of race relations at the University of Chicago – a paradigm
informed by his work with Booker T. Washington in the South, in the Belgian Congo,
and by his post-graduate studies in Eastern Europe. On Park’s melding of sociological
thought from three continents, see Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa: Booker T.
Washington, the German Empire, and the Globalization of the New South (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2010), 219-227. For a critique of the “race relations
paradigm” for replacing ideas of genetic inferiority with an assumption of cultural
inferiority, see Stephen Steinberg, Race Relations: A Critique (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2007), 5-110. Steinberg further argues that the “race relations
paradigm” failed as a science in its inability to anticipate the modern civil rights
movement. Wayne J. Urban suggests that Bond was at least skeptical of Park’s ideas
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Bond’s initial conception of environment had more to do with family and
community life than the natural world. This was evident in one of his earliest articles, a
1931 study on miscegenation and intelligence entitled “Two Racial Islands in Alabama.”
His take on environmental conditions in the study reads more like an extended assessment
of his subject communities than a close examination of the landscape. To counter the notion
that white genetic inheritance shaped black advancement, Bond turned his attention to the
racial legacies of French Colonialism along the Piney Woods Littoral. He first traveled to
Baldwin County, Alabama, on the eastern rim of Mobile Bay. There he administered the
Stanford Achievement Test to the children of Catholic “Creoles” in the community of
Magnolia Springs. Like the Afro-Creole community in New Orleans, the Creoles of
Magnolia Springs bore the names of French and Spanish ancestors and chafed when white
neighbors emphasized their African American ancestry. While the sociologist noted the
Creoles farmed “sandy Gulf Coast soil,” he focused most intently on their “whitewashed
and prim” fences and “neat and orderly yards.” The well-structured Creole culture bore out
in its children’s test scores, which were consistently higher than the national average.277
Across the bay, in northern Mobile County, Alabama, Bond encountered a very
different situation. There he found “another hybrid people who call themselves Cajuns,”
although their last names indicated Scots-Irish ancestry rather than the French-Canadian
lineage of Cajun culture in Louisiana. Mobile County’s Cajuns claimed “heritage from the
Indian,” but like Creoles to the east rejected “the presence of any ‘Negro taint.’” Bond
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seemed incredulous of this assertion, noting the similar range of skin tones between the
two groups as well as the hostility of nearby white communities. He described the Cajun
homes as “wretched cabins, giving an impression of squalor more depressing than can be
seen in any Negro cabin in that part of the county.” The Cajuns were concentrated “in the
barren hill country where eight dollars an acre is a high price for land which has been cut
over for timber” and where few owned their own homes. Accordingly, the students at the
“sad affair” that was the Cajun’s school performed far more poorly on the Stanford
Achievement Test than those in Baldwin County. Indeed, their scores were lower than the
national average for African American students. For Bond, the results were clear evidence
that environment – not the white blood shared by both communities – was the determining
factor in the two groups’ educational attainment.278
Horace Mann Bond’s experiences in Washington Parish offered him a new
perspective on miscegenation and on eight dollar an acre land. While living in Star Creek
to study the relationship between the community’s Rosenwald School and its African
American population, Bond discovered that sex across the color line played an important
role in black land acquisition there. “Most of the people” in Star Creek, Bethel, Jemison
Creek, Black Jack, and Hayes Creek were “descended from approximately four parent
stocks,” he observed. This proved to be the case for both white and black residents alike.
Miscegenation shaped the community in two ways. “Although this suspicion needs
verification,” he told the Rosenwald trustees, “it appears that there are many fewer mulatto
men in the community than mulatto women.” Bond surmised that the male children of
278
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interracial relationships tended to seek opportunities elsewhere, leaving behind sisters
“favored by their white fathers.” White patronage of black families thus turned on a
matrilineal axis, whereby “black tenants” managed to escape tenancy “by the superior
financial status of their wives.” The availability of cut-over land “retailing from four to five
dollars per acre” allowed them to purchase small farms. As late as the early 1900s,
homesteading of federal land presented an opportunity as well.279
While the Great Southern Lumber Company was crushing the labor movement in
Bogalusa by targeting black home owners, the landed black farmers in rural Washington
Parish were parlaying high post-World War I cotton prices into a new school. As historian
Robin D. G. Kelley has argued, “average black workers probably experienced greater
participatory democracy in community- and neighborhood-based institutions than in the
interracial trade unions that claimed to speak for them.”280 In the communities along the
Bogue Chitto River, rural participatory democracy was a continuation of nineteenth
century politics that manifested in the creation of new schools in centers of black
Republican power. The Rosenwald School at Star Creek was just one of several other
institutions that had emerged from the nineteenth century school at Jerusalem Church, on
land donated by Republican party leader Green Magee. John Wilson had in fact attended
school there until the eighth grade. Still, the school at Star Creek was a particular point of
pride. With Rosenwald Funds offsetting but a fraction of total building costs, black farmers
cut their own timber, rented a sawmill to process the lumber, and built the school
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themselves. In addition to classes, the structure provided a gathering place for community
meetings and a site of Sunday school services.281
Although the black land owners of rural Washington Parish enjoyed greater
opportunities to pursue their own politics than those in Bogalusa, they were certainly not
immune to white supremacist violence. Indeed, the murder and lynching of two of John
Wilson’s sons in 1934 and 1935 shows how quickly the “progressive” effort to eliminate
the cattle tick in the South could become a conduit for state violence against African
Americans. On July 21, 1934, range rider Joe Magee visited the Wilson home to inspect
their livestock while John was away. Magee refused to identify himself to John’s sons, so
they denied him entry to their stock lot. The range rider returned with deputy sheriff Delos
Wood, deputy McCauley McCain, and Brad Spears as reinforcements. Although the
Wilsons knew Wood, they disclaimed any wrongdoing and again refused to allow the white
men to enter their property. When twenty-eight year old Jerome Wilson demanded that
Wood “show us your authority,” the deputy responded “we don’t have to have no authority
to take you damn niggers to jail.” That was when all hell broke loose.282
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John Wilson’s account of the gunfight that followed emphasized the chaos of the
situation. When the posse tried to enter the Wilson home, John’s twenty-six year old son
Moise physically restrained deputy Wood, prompting a hail of gunfire from the range rider
and his companions. Moise Wilson took several bullets in the stomach and died later that
day. The assailants also shot Jerome, his thirty-two year old brother Luther Wilson, his
twelve year old brother Felton Wilson. Jerome managed to crawl inside the home, grab a
shotgun, and fire a round through the front window. That act of self-defense became the
central point in his trial for the murder of Delos Wood, although John Wilson rejected its
importance. He told Bond that Wood died from a bullet fired into the back of his head and
not a shotgun blast to the face, implying that one of Wood’s companions shot him in
confusion.283 The deaths on the Wilson’s front porch are a powerful reminder of how easily
simple acts of African American self-assertion – like refusing to allow an unknown white
man onto their property – could provoke violent white reprisals under the culture of Jim
Crow.284
The shootings and their aftermath completely fractured the Wilson family. Police
put them all in jail, along with other black families that had aided John Wilson’s daughters
as they fled the scene of the gunfight. With all of his money in his cotton crop, John had to
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begin selling off his cattle and eventually his land to mount a defense. Their lawyer had
little time to build a case. Judge C. Ellis Ott initiated proceedings against Tempie, Luther,
and Jerome in just nine days under threats that whites from outside their community would
lynch the entire family. The prosecution dropped the charges against Tempie. Luther would
eventually be released in 1936. Jerome didn’t live to see a fair hearing. As John Wilson put
it, the jury in Jerome’s case “was hung for eighteen hours. Then they news was circulated
up there that if they didn’t convict, they might as well, for they were going to get them
anyway.” The jury tampering brought about Jerome’s conviction but ultimately gave the
state Supreme Court cause to order another trial. It never happened. On the night of January
11, 1935, a group of six to eight men broke into the Washington Parish jail, shot Jerome in
the stomach, and smashed his skull with a hammer. They left his body in a ditch near the
Wilson’s home.285
One of Horace Mann Bond’s white informants, “a white man who knows his
Louisiana,” told the sociologist “well, I guess that will break up that community. I’ve never
seen it fail yet; a lynching always breaks up a Negro owner community.” While the
assessment was certainly true for John Wilson’s family, it was not true of the broader
community in which he lived. After witnessing the murder of two of her sons, Tempie
Magee Wilson had a nervous breakdown and moved to Chicago to live with her sister.
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Over time, her children followed until John was alone in Washington Parish. He never saw
them again. Just as he lost his family, John lost his property too. He sold it off piece by
piece to pay for the family’s legal expenses and to help get Luther out of jail. Yet there
were many other African Americans living in the “black belt” of Washington Parish, many
of whom were related to John Wilson and like him were land owners and good farmers.
Their experience in the decade after Jerome Wilson’s lynching highlights the agricultural
potential in cut-over lands Bond learned about from his time spent working with the folks
at Star Creek.286
In the 1930s and the 1940s, the black communities of Washington Parish began
forming agricultural self-help leagues and 4-H clubs to help rebuild the soil on the cut-over
frontier. These organizations mapped directly onto a landscape of resilience that had been
in place since Emancipation and that had fostered Republican Party organization, church
building, and educational initiatives in the interim. Their actions perpetuated the idea of
agriculture as conservation that Will Sullivan had abandoned two decades earlier.
Moreover, they put the lie to monolithic arguments about agricultural backwardness in the
Piney Woods.287 In his interviews with Bond, John Wilson had admonished farmers who
failed to diversify or to grow corn as a feed for livestock, even when those livestock foraged
on the open range. With the help of black extension agents, he and his peers wrought a
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physical transformation of the landscape.288 As Agent Myrtis Magee noted in 1931, “hill
land in 1927 that had gullies 4 ft. deep and where you could see red clay practically all over
it and could only be plowed two or three inches is now in good condition.” Their hard work
paid off during World War II. By the mid 1940s, the community was producing vegetables
on an industrial scale and selling them to support American allies. In 1943, for instance,
they sent three hundred tons of mustard greens to a local canning plant for shipment to
Russia.289
If African American farmers became some of the leading practitioners of soil
conservation in Washington Parish, the same could not be said regarding reforestation. In
1925, the first year after the passage of the Clarke-McNary Act, Washington Parish was
the only parish in Louisiana where black farmers received forestry assistance from
extension agents. The numbers were paltry and didn’t get much better from there. All told,
six black junior club members carried out demonstrations on one acre plots on six different
farms. In 1926, there were seven youngsters working an acre apiece on seven farms. The
following year, Assistant State Agent T. J. Jordan reported two farm demonstrations for
adults but a declining number of junior foresters. By 1931, there was no evidence of
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forestry work among the black farmers in Washington Parish.290 Horace Mann Bond’s
observations at Star Creek bear this out. One decade after the Clarke-McNary Act, in one
of the most important regions of forestry research in the United States, Bond reported only
“an occasional oak thicket or pine patch.” The lack of participation may have been a
conscious decision on the part of black farmers, although they certainly understood the
importance of forests and were clearly willing to engage in other conservation practices.
Like the placement of Great Southern’s demonstration farm in a place where African
Americans “could not live,” it likely also involved an unstated policy of denying resources
to people like John Wilson.291
A children’s textbook commissioned by the Mississippi Forestry Commission in
1930 offers one explanation for why policymakers would seek to lock African Americans
out of the land use revolution then taking hold in the South. Through a song entitled “The
Woods of Pine,” Mississippi’s grade schoolers learned the state’s new forests were a white
endowment. They also learned about the presumed place of African Americans within
those forests:
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An old darky singin’ in de woods of pine,
A workin’ de trees for turpentine,
My luck hit grows wid de Piney Wood
And while pines grow my luck stays good.
Food in de kitchen and de times ain’t hard
When a man works out in God’s front yard.
Pay day’s comin’ while de pine trees grow,
Hit’s de surest thing dat a man can know.
De wolf am a comin right in de door
When de old Piney Wood ain’t here no more.292
“The Woods of Pine” outlines what environmental historian Mart Stewart defined as
“green paternalism”: the ethic of caring for a servile workforce through care of the land.293
With “A New Kind of Negro History,” Horace Mann Bond exploded these ideas. He traced
a lineage of black self-determination on cut-over pine forests that flew in the face of white
visions of servility under Jim Crow – even though that assuredness sometimes brought
great danger. He also pointed to a model for black conservation that for a time existed
alongside reforestation and was then subsumed by the new southern canopy. The erasure
of these two movements, as an intersection of social and environmental justice, stands as
one of the South’s most important cut over color lines.294
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THE NEW REDEEMERS
In its January 07, 1899 issue, the American Lumberman trade journal ran back-toback advertisements featuring gendered, racialized interpretations of the nation’s “virgin”
forests. The two images reveal much about the assumptions manufacturers held regarding
the character and quality of lumber workers across different regions of the United States.
Each picture was an anthropomorphic drawing of a different iconic forest: first Wisconsin
hardwoods and then Mississippi longleaf pine. Through the animism that cultural historian
T. J. Jackson Lears identified at the heart of Victorian Era advertising, these two womenas-forests embodied a wealth of information on distinct regional landscapes, ecologies, and
demographics.295 When read together – and their appearance alongside each other in
multiple issues suggests they were meant to be read together – the advertisements highlight
the collision then taking place between northern capital and the forests of the Deep South.
Moreover, they provide a key for decoding the ways in which political economy, white
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supremacy, and aesthetics intersected in northern lumbermen’s efforts to remake the
southern environment alongside the region’s racial politics.296

Figure 5.1  

Wisconsin Hardwoods in the American Lumberman.

American Lumberman, January 07, 1899, 11. Scan provided by the Alvin J. Huss
Archives, Forest History Society, Durham, North Carolina.
296
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Figure 5.2  

“Mrs. Sippi Longleaf” in the American Lumberman.

American Lumberman, January 07, 1899, 12. Scan provided by the Alvin J. Huss
Archives, Forest History Society, Durham, North Carolina (hereinafter cited as FHS). For
the pair’s appearance in other issues, see American Lumberman, December 16, 1899, 8788 and American Lumberman, December 30, 1899, 79-80.
The first advertisement, for “Wisconsin Hardwoods” sold by the Frederick W.
Upham Lumber Company of Chicago, Illinois, depicted a romantic vision of the Midwest’s
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deciduous forests. The white woman bore a clearly human form and was clothed in a
variety of oak leaves that reflected the mixed stands in which oaks and other hardwoods
typically grow. Her backwards glance beckoned the reader, but the elemental sweep of
leaves flying away from her hemline suggested a fleeting opportunity. She wasn’t lying.
By the 1870s, midwestern lumbermen began to exhaust the readily available supply of
white pine they prized. Only then did they turn to hardwoods, and those were fading fast
too. Midwestern woods lore valorized the men who mastered an often frozen wilderness
and treacherous logjams to fell trees and raft them downstream to sawmills on the region’s
rivers.297 In the late nineteenth century, timber operators in Wisconsin and its environs still
relied on lumberjacks who carried their own tools and maintained strong craft associations.
Northern, midwestern, and western accounts of lumbering have long praised them for their
skill in harvesting the “virgin” forest.298 Although manufacturers in the Midwest had turned
much of the region into a wasteland, they saw no need to redeem it themselves. These men
would suffice.299
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Not so in the South. The advertisement for “yellow pine lumber” marketed by the
J. J. Newman Lumber Company of Hattiesburg, Mississippi presented a satirical view of
the state’s forests and its people. The ad featured “Mrs. Sippi Longleaf,” an African
American woman with exaggerated features and a distorted figure. Her torso and corset
consisted of a pine branch leading to a dress made from a fascicle of pine needles. In
contrast to the recognizably human features of the Upham Lumber Company’s character,
the fusion of human and plant in the body of “Mrs. Sippi” was monstrous. The most
prominent elements of the picture were reproductive organs – the massive pine cones that
covered her biceps. The image thus conformed to the “iconographic tradition of female
monsters” that Europeans and Americans had long relied upon to interpret unfamiliar
landscapes in the South. As Susan Scott Parrish has argued, depictions of “female
monstrosity” became a way to highlight the region’s fertility and express anxieties about
its dangers at the same time.300
The Newman character’s corset, her open posture, and unabashed hailing of the
reader reinforced these themes. According to Lears, the corset conveyed a number of
different and seemingly contradictory meanings in the advertising of the Victorian Era.
Several are at work in this image. In one respect, the tight lacing of the corset represented
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“explosive fecundity” and “female sexual energy” barely held in check. Ideas of African
American hyper-sexuality were central to the proliferation of racial and sexual violence in
the late nineteenth century. Many southerners argued black women were inherently
lascivious. Consequently, the law offered little protection for African American women
raped by white men. Instead rape served as a powerful strategy for driving black families
off their property. The myth that black men were driven to rape white women in turn
became the cornerstone of white justifications for lynching. The longleaf corset and its
attendant pine cones rooted this violence in the fecundity of the forest itself. As a “barrier
to be overcome,” the corset was also emblematic of “male fears and anxieties.”301 The
assertiveness “Mrs. Sippi” displayed in this ad offers further insight into those anxieties.
So does the tropical motif evinced by her fan. Although the forests of the Deep South
offered great wealth, the ambition and energies of its people represented a barrier to the
full expression of corporate power. As in America’s emerging colonial empire in the
Caribbean and the Pacific, Mississippi’s land and its people would have to be tamed.302
The organization of the two images on opposite sides of the same page – with white
in the front and black in the back – left little doubt as to who was supposed to come out on
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top in this contest. Readers in the late nineteenth century would have been familiar with
another powerful idiom by which to interpret their arrangement: the topsy-turvy doll. Like
Upham’s hardwood woman and Newman’s “Mrs. Sippi Longleaf,” the black and white
figures of the topsy-turvy doll were connected but never visible at the same time. They
joined at the hip such that lifting the doll’s skirt in one direction or the other – just like
turning the page of the American Lumberman – alternately revealed a white or black figure,
be it two children or a white matriarch and black servant. Like the images, the dolls had no
legs or genitals but were nonetheless potent sexual objects. Historian Robin Bernstein
noted that when enslaved caregivers gave topsy-turvy dolls to white children, they sent
them to bed with a symbol of systematic rape that wove white and black families together
on the plantation. The parallel arrangement of images in the American Lumberman signaled
that the domination of forests North and South were likewise of one piece. In the rubric of
the topsy-turvy doll, the southern planter had only been replaced by a northern
industrialist.303
Still, the anxieties expressed by the depiction of the South’s longleaf pine forests
as an aggressive, tropical black woman had to be resolved. Another Newman ad from the
same period did so by presenting “Mrs. Sippi” in blackface.304 Historian Grace Elizabeth
Hale described blackface minstrelsy as a separation of “black identities from African
American bodies, making representations of blackness a commodity in the North even as
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black bodies remained a commodity in the South.” The distinction between depicting
African Americans as an animate manifestation of the forest – as the woods come alive –
and representing the forest in blackface is important here. Black southerners no longer
appeared as a potential barrier to northern capital but instead as commodities alongside the
forest itself. This shift is evident in the language of the two advertisements as well as the
posture of their characters. In the Upham/Newman pair, the ad reads “We solicit inquiries
and rush orders.” The blackface version states “we … respectfully solicit your patronage.”
The hidden corset, the closed handkerchief, and the fan raised to the face all presented a
vision of blackness that had been properly chastened. The image of “Mrs. Sippi” in
blackface, in the words of cultural historian Stephen Berrey, was acting out the “Jim Crow
Routine” of white mastery and black submissiveness.305
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Figure 5.3  

“Mrs. Sippi Longleaf” in Blackface

American Lumberman, March 31, 1900, 90. Scan provided by FHS.
From this perspective, African Americans in the Piney Woods were of the land but
they were not masters over it. That was left to men like Pennsylvania’s J. J. Newman.
Between the 1870s and the beginning of the twentieth century, sawmill operators from
Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Maine, and New York cut out their holdings and
turned their attention to the South.306 Unlike the rugged terrain that characterized Upham

306

Judson Jones Newman exhausted his holdings of white pine in Pennsylvania in
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January 1899, the J. J. Newman Lumber Company had been in operation for about four
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Lumber Company’s Wisconsin hardwood forests, the open landscapes of the Deep South’s
longleaf pine savannahs proved relatively easy to navigate. By the end of the nineteenth
century, lumbermen were far less reliant upon rafting in the region. Instead, they reached
deep into the forested interior with logging railroads and deployed steam-powered skidders
to drag trees out of the forest toward waiting trains. They also replaced white lumberjacks
with teams of African Americans using company owned cross-cut saws. These
technological shifts obliterated the connections between woods work and individual skill
while cementing ideas about black workers, menial labor, and low wages that persisted
well into the twentieth century.307
More so than its predecessor, the image of “Mrs. Sippi” in blackface suggested a
specific articulation between African Americans as dependent laborers and the land as a
site of resource extraction. Scholars have long recognized the exploitation of people and
the environment together as the foundation for the New South model of economic
development that took hold after Reconstruction. By relying on a caste of poorly-paid,
ostensibly servile workers to quickly strip the land of raw materials, sawmills like the one
operated by J. J. Newman became the archetypal New South industry.308 Southern
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environmental historians are beginning to flip the script on this narrative though. Several
recent studies show how black workers toiling under the aegis of white supremacy
transformed blighted landscapes and subsidized a culture of southern conservation in the
nineteenth century. These works further highlight the ways in which conservation became
a strategy for countering the Great Migration of African Americans to the North. Their
insights help redefine practices like forestry and horticulture not as radical breaks from
older forms of destructive land use but instead as part of a continuum of interventions
meant to keep African Americans in place and in their place.309
Thinking about forestry as just one of many strategies meant to establish, maintain,
and enforce the color line breaks down the divide between racial politics and environmental
politics in the South. In turn, it opens up a new avenue for exploring the ways in which
lumber companies both benefited from and tried to shape the contours of Jim Crow. As
historian Jason Morgan Ward has shown, the “racial worldview” of white supremacy and
the “political order” of Democratic Party hegemony together defined the South’s culture
of “White Democracy.” In the face of continuous African American opposition,
segregationists realized Jim Crow had to be remade by each generation. They relied on the
Democratic Party’s near total control of southern politics to do so.310 Yankee manufacturers
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understood this point as well. Although they enforced segregation in their mill towns and
contributed to the national culture of white supremacy through images like “Mrs. Sippi,”
they were not simply passive beneficiaries of “White Democracy.” Some industrialists
brought their own political institutions with them – especially an affinity for the Republican
Party – and so tried to define the region’s racial and political order in their own terms.
The anxieties expressed by “Mrs. Sippi” as forest inflected the relationship between
these two competing expressions of white supremacy. For most of the century after
Reconstruction, African Americans maintained control over Mississippi’s Republican
Party by managing a network of political patronage that was grounded in the natural world.
Black Republican leadership was at once a rejection of the place assigned to African
Americans in the political economy of the New South and a challenge to manufacturers’
claims of environmental mastery. Rather than acquiescing to “White Democracy,”
Mississippi lumbermen with northern roots spent decades trying to build a “Lily-White”
Republican Party in the state. Their efforts peaked in moments of crisis, when the
articulation between land and labor seemed most imperiled. The state’s traditional
Democratic elite, particularly the cotton planters of the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta,
experienced these crises too. By cooperating to keep black workers on the land, Delta
planters and Piney Woods manufacturers began to bridge the geographic divisions that had
characterized Democratic politics in the state since the Civil War.311
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From the close of Reconstruction through the civil rights revolution of the 1960s,
environmental, racial, and electoral politics in Mississippi bled together. Exploring these
intersections allows for a new narrative of party politics in the state. Although scholars
have detailed how patronage helped perpetuate bi-racial “Black and Tan” Republican
groups in the South, few have pondered the place of that spoils system on the landscape.
In the best treatments of the subject, historian Neil R. McMillen argued against viewing
the distribution of local offices as simple influence peddling meant to convince African
American voters that the party of Lincoln still cared about black folks in the South. In his
words, patronage fostered a “culture of political activism” born of a refusal to concede that
“politics was ‘white folks’ business.’” In some communities, appointed offices supported
political organization across generations.312 One of these places was the Piney Woods
Littoral, where commercial traffic through the region’s many waterways created a number
of opportunities for participation in government. The free Afro-Creoles who moved there
in the antebellum period proved adept at mobilizing patronage after the Civil War. So did
the skilled workers in the lumber and shipping trades along the coast. The strong presence
of the Grand Ole Party in both of these cultures shaped the political education of a potent
adversary of “White Democracy” – Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party chairman
Lawrence Guyot.313
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The Gulf Coast was also home to industrialists bent on remaking Mississippi’s
politics together with its cut-over land. Their work represents an important if unheralded
phase in the history of political realignment in the state. For four decades after World War
I, Horatio S. Weston and Lamont Rowlands launched successive attempts to drive African
Americans out of the Republican Party and thereby revive the two-party system. At the
same time, they pursued environmental initiatives that undermined the basis for traditional
African American agriculture in the region and set clear limits for black workers’
ambitions. Weston was a relentless opponent of the open-range system of cattle herding
that had supported black and white families on the coast for centuries. Rowlands helped
fund a conservative model of African American industrial education aimed at stemming
black emigration to the North.314 Both men tried to wrest control of the Republican Party’s
patronage apparatus from their rivals through a series of floor fights at the Republican
National Convention. That they failed to do so prior to 1960 reflects the degree to which
black politics was embedded in Mississippi’s landscape.
When the “Lily-White” faction finally gained control of Mississippi’s Republican
Party, African Americans were in the midst of a grass-roots campaign to push their way
into the Democratic Party. Their initiative prompted a new politics of disarticulation in the
state. During World War II, planters in the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta turned to their forests
to create economic opportunities that would keep African American sharecroppers on the
land. They cast these meager plans for small-scale forestry as a supplement to
Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1995), 359.
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sharecropping that would lessen the allure of jobs in wartime industry. Between the end of
the war and the first major black voter registration drives of the 1960s, technological
changes in cotton and timber harvesting lessened the need for manual labor in the two most
important sectors of Mississippi’s economy. Consequently, white supremacist politicians
met rising black activism with physical and structural violence. Through the denial of basic
social services, Mississippi’s elected officials carried out what activists Lawrence Guyot
and Mike Thelwell called “gradual depopulation.”315 Their goal was to stall gains in black
voting long enough to drive African Americans out of Mississippi.
In his history of political realignment in Mississippi since the 1950s, historian
Joseph Crespino challenged scholars to “reconcile the continuity of white racism with both
the evolution of its expression and the dramatic changes that have swept the state and
region.”316 That task is impossible without the perspective provided by environmental
history. The agricultural, environmental, and technological changes Crespino cited were
part of a much longer process and were not limited to the Deep South’s cotton fields. They
applied to its forests too. In the late nineteenth century, as the Piney Woods fell to firms
like J. J. Newman, the swamps of the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta likewise gave way to
bottomland hardwood producers who had joined the rush of lumber manufacturers into the
South. In their zeal to clear land for cotton, planters accelerated deforestation in the Delta.
315
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The paired transformation of pine uplands and swampy bottomlands took another turn after
World War I. By the 1920s, the first experiments in the mechanization of cotton production,
reforestation, and mechanized agriculture on cut-over lands were all well under way.317
These changes gave planters and lumbermen a new technological mastery over the
landscape that rendered many of Mississippi’s black workers obsolete and allowed for the
political program of ethnic cleansing cited by Guyot and Thelwell.
The mass movement that brought working-class African Americans into the
Mississippi Democratic Party represented the fruition of all the anxieties represented by J.
J. Newman’s advertisement depicting “Mrs. Sippi” as forest. Particularly for the
sharecroppers involved, that movement was in itself about mastery. By accessing political
power through what had once been the “White Democracy,” they sought economic
independence and self-determination on the land. Although it would take decades before
Mississippi’s conservatives fully abandoned their old bastion of white political power, men
like Horatio S. Weston and Lamont Rowlands had already prepared the way for them. By
combining ideals of strident anti-communism, small government, and opposition to labor
unions with a “Lily-White” perspective on electoral politics, they made the Republican
Party in Mississippi safe for white supremacy.318
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When Yankee lumbermen like J. J. Newman first began making their way into
Mississippi in large numbers, the Republican Party looked very different. In the wake of
Emancipation, a generation of African Americans assumed political power as members of
the Republican Party. Some were from outside the state, but rose to the highest offices. In
1870, free-born African Methodist Episcopal preacher Hiram Revels of North Carolina
became one of the state’s first two Senators after secession – alongside the former Whigturned-Republican James Alcorn. Five years later, Blanche Bruce became the state’s
second African American Senator. He was previously enslaved as a printer in Missouri.
Other prominent black Republicans had lived a life of slavery inside Mississippi. In 1869,
John Lynch of Natchez took office in the state legislature, where he was soon named
Speaker of the House. Three years later he won election to the US House of
Representatives. In 1871, James Hill of Holly Springs joined Lynch in the state legislature.
He was Secretary of State by 1874. Lynch and Hill remained Mississippi’s leading black
Republicans into the twentieth century.319
Yet African American workers formed the majority of local black Republican
leaders in Mississippi during Reconstruction. As historian Vernon Lane Wharton has
argued, “the characteristics which made a man a slave driver or foreman were not those
which would allow him to organize a Loyal League.”320 Instead, the black sheriffs, justices
of the peace, and councilmen of Reconstruction had often worked as carpenters,
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blacksmiths, or other skilled tradesmen during the antebellum period. There were thus clear
parallels between the activism that had been building among the free Afro-Creole
population in New Orleans since the 1830s and that which emerged in Mississippi after the
Civil War. As in New Orleans, craftsmen were a driving force behind local Republican
institutions like the Loyal Leagues. In both places these groups overlapped with black
fraternal organizations. African American political and economic activity cut across the
Louisiana-Mississippi border through sailors’ mutual aid societies and the port.
Pearlington-based Captain Anatole McKan was one of the sailors whose life, work,
and organizational relationships spanned the Piney Woods Littoral between Louisiana and
Mississippi. Although McKan was never elected to political office, he was active in groups
that provided leadership for local black Republicanism. In 1840, McKan was born into
slavery at Covington, Louisiana – on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain – to an enslaved
mother and her Irish owner. He escaped bondage during the Civil War and joined the Union
Army on the coast. After the war, he returned to Lake Pontchartrain as a sailor for the
Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company before becoming the captain of his own ship. Over
the course of his career, he ran timber from the Lake Pontchartrain and Pearl River basin
to ports spanning from Galveston, Texas to Key West, Florida. His prominence as an
independent businessman and seafarer brought him institutional clout as well. McKan was
an active freemason. He was also a deacon in Pearlington’s First Baptist Church for more
than fifty years. In 1873, his brother and fellow sailor Felix Castrey helped organize the
Good Shepherd Benevolent Society in New Orleans. The group brought together black
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sailors, carpenters, and brick masons alike. All of these professions contributed members
to the political class in southeast Mississippi.321
Although African Americans like Revels, Bruce, Hill, and Lynch held important
positions in Mississippi’s Republican Party during Reconstruction, the party remained
dominated by white folks. Many of them were in fact native Mississippians rather than
carpetbagger transplants from the North. The party’s home-grown white leadership
consisted of former Whigs like James Alcorn and moderate Democrats like the old
Jacksonian James F. H. Claiborne. Others were aggressively anti-radical and anti-black,
such as Ku Klux Klan organizer and state insane asylum superintendent William Compton.
Former Union General and Maine native Adelbert Ames – who became the state’s governor
in 1873 – was the most prominent of Mississippi’s carpetbaggers. A rupture in this volatile
coalition, sparked in part by conflict between the radical Ames and the conservative
Alcorn, triggered a violent Democratic takeover of the state’s politics.322 Mississippians,
and southerners in general, referred to the paramilitary defeat of the Republican Party and
the establishment of a new white supremacist government as Redemption. Between 1875
and 1877, their so-called “Mississippi Plan” for Redemption became the model for the
overthrow of Reconstruction governments across the South.
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Redemption came at the hands of “White-Line” clubs akin to Louisiana’s White
League. They began forming in 1870 to oppose political equality for African Americans
but were not immediately violent. That changed after 1873, when black voters secured the
passage of a civil rights bill and appointees for Lieutenant Governor, Secretary of State,
and Superintendent of Education. In the gubernatorial campaign, Ames ran against Alcorn
on a civil rights platform and won despite the fact that Democrats did not field their own
candidate and instead polled for Alcorn. The 69,870 to 50,090 vote in favor of Ames told
the White-Liners everything they needed to know: African Americans held the balance of
power in state elections. The Democratic Party’s resurgence in the US House of
Representatives the following year convinced them that the violent suppression of black
voting would face little interference from the federal government.323
Between the summer of 1874 and the election of 1875, beatings, murders, and riots
disrupted voting throughout Mississippi. The violence was most pronounced in the state’s
major cotton-producing regions where the African American population was the greatest.
In the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta in 1874, a mob in Vicksburg drove black sheriff Peter
Crosby out of office. A subsequent battle between white gunmen and a black posse that
organized to reinstate him left nearly thirty African Americans dead. In the northern Delta
at Friar’s Point, another mob forced African American sheriff John Brown from office the
following year. Near the Central Prairie in 1875, hundreds of armed whites murdered black
Republicans and broke up political meetings in Clinton – a town just outside the state
capitol at Jackson. On the night before the 1875 election, white partisans murdered four
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African Americans in Columbus, in the state’s Eastern Prairie. While the campaign of
violence placed Mississippi’s state government back under Democratic control, African
Americans had not been driven out of politics.324
Although Redemption brought Mississippi under the control of white Democrats,
many were not satisfied with the outcome. The suppression of the Republican Party left
different factions of white politicians, particularly those representing the cotton planters of
the northwestern Delta and those representing the small farmers of south-central Piney
Woods and the northeastern Hill Country, to compete for African American voters. In the
black-majority Delta counties, white Democrats secured the black vote through a fusion
strategy of offering down-ballot and appointed offices to African Americans. These
policies – coupled with the ongoing voter intimidation and ballot manipulation that
constituted the “Mississippi Plan” – led to mounting calls for a new constitution. Small
farmers chafing under planter power and prohibitionists who believed African American
voters in the Delta were keeping Mississippi wet were particularly vocal proponents of
change. In 1890, under the pretense of electoral reform, Mississippians convened a
constitutional convention with the disfranchisement of African Americans as its most
important objective.
The 1890 constitution instituted a poll tax and literacy test for prospective voters.
Over the next twenty years the other southern states carried out their own versions of the
“Second Mississippi Plan” for disfranchisement, making the test and the tax standard
324
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elements of the political culture of Jim Crow. These new qualifications for voting
ultimately disfranchised a number of poor white farmers along with African Americans –
a point which Mississippi’s planters clearly recognized. Eliminating as many poor white
voters as possible was in fact one of the inducements that made elites in black-majority
counties willing to sacrifice the fusion strategy at all. The reapportionment of legislative
districts was too, as it favored the Delta over the Piney Woods in the distribution of seats
in the legislature. A constitutional convention that was originally meant to weaken planter
power thus diminished the electoral strength of small farmers at the same time. In turn, it
cemented the historic geographic and class-based tensions between the planters of the
Yazoo-Mississippi Delta and the small farmers of the upland Piney Woods and Hill
Country regions.325
The “Second Mississippi Plan” did not uproot black politics though. African
American voters met the literacy clause head on with a sustained effort to acquire the
education required to cast their ballots. Through the 1890s, black citizens regained the
franchise in numbers that proved truly alarming to the elite proponents of white supremacy.
To be sure, African Americans still constituted a distinct minority of voters. Yet the rates
at which they were registering – with an 87.7 percent increase in black voters compared to
a 58.6 percent increase in white voters between 1892 and 1895 – spurred fears that
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Mississippi’s majority people might again become its voting majority.326 These gains came
just as small farmers across the country mounted a challenge to southern railroads, bankers,
and planters through the Populist Party. In the ongoing struggle between plantation gentry
and backcountry farmers, African Americans once again threatened to swing the balance
of power.
Even before the passage of the 1890 constitution, planters moved to stifle black
agrarian politics in the Delta. Like the Piney Woods, the bottomland hardwood swamps of
the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta became a prized source of timber after Reconstruction. The
Delta is a 4.5 million acre floodplain bounded by the Loess Hills and Yazoo River
watershed to the east and the Mississippi River to the west. It begins on the MississippiTennessee border near Memphis and concludes at the mouth of the Yazoo River, where the
Yazoo joins the Mississippi at Vicksburg. The two rivers define an agricultural corridor
two hundred and twenty five miles long, and nearly sixty miles at its widest, with soil
enriched by thousands of years of flooding from the Mississippi. In the 1880s, along the
ever expanding web of the Illinois Central Railroad, freedpeople, convicts, homesteaders,
sharecroppers, lumbermen, and planters cut away and drained the Delta’s swamps to get at
its dirt. Planters, who often ran sawmills of their own, consolidated the best tracts of broad,
flat cotton land behind massive federally-funded levees. They consolidated power there
too. Although there were more black than white landowners in the Delta at the end of the
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nineteenth century, the wealthiest white cotton manufacturers dominated politics in
accordance with Mississippi Plan.327
Organizing workers in the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta was deadly. In 1889, black
activist Oliver Cromwell lost his life after he helped establish several Colored Farmers’
Alliance chapters in Leflore County, on the Yazoo River. The nascent movement put its
people power to work by staging a bi-racial boycott of local merchants and plantation
commissaries with the support of an all-white Southern Farmers’ Alliance chapter across
the river in Holmes County. When Leflore County’s planter class ordered Cromwell to
leave the state, dozens of armed African American farmers staged a military review in
protest of the threats. Advised of their defiant show of solidarity, Mississippi governor
Robert Lowry dispatched the state militia to suppress the organization. State troops and
white vigilantes killed six Colored Alliance leaders – including Cromwell several weeks
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later – and drove off others. The massacre left approximately twenty-five black farmers in
Leflore County dead and cast a chilling blow on Populist politics.328
Lumber companies feared a potential alliance of black and white workers in the
Farmers’ Alliance and the Populist Party in and out of the Delta. The Colored Farmers’
Alliance sought to raise lumber industry wages for workers who split their time between
the cotton field and the woods. Along with the banks and the railroads, the lumber trust
was one of the chief objects of Populist scorn. This was certainly the case in south
Mississippi, where lumber companies and railroads were busily undermining the
environmental basis for the open-range system of livestock herding small farmers of all
races relied on. To combat this problem, Mississippi’s Populists demanded the forfeiture
of massive land and timber grants like those awarded to the Gulf and Ship Island Railroad
and the Pearl River Improvement and Navigation Company.329 They also called for limits
to the amount of property firms could acquire in the state – a policy that prompted Frank
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and Charles Goodyear to site the Great Southern Lumber Company at Bogalusa, Louisiana
rather than on their holdings across the Pearl River. The Populist platform writ large, as a
call for state intervention to promote self-sufficiency for all workers, represented a threat
to lumber companies bent on exploiting dependent black workers.330
Populism in Mississippi began as a contest to shape the politics of the Democratic
Party. In 1891, the state legislature was set to fill a Senate seat then occupied by Mississippi
Plan architect James Z. George. The Mississippi Farmer’s Alliance backed Ethelbert
Barksdale for the position, turning the 1891 Democratic primary into a referendum on the
Senate seat. George returned to Washington because the 1890 constitution reapportioned
the state to give the bulk of the legislature’s seats to the Delta. Given that most African
Americans lost the franchise, a small number of white Delta voters elected a
disproportionate number of representatives. Planters did their part by stuffing the ballot
box. George’s supporters also controlled the party’s state and county nominating
committees and worked to keep Populists out of local offices.
Barksdale’s loss triggered the rise of a full-blown third-party challenge to the
Democratic Party. After the 1891 election, Farmers’ Alliance leader, editor, and Barksdale
supporter Frank Burkitt founded the People’s Party of Mississippi. In his 1895 run for
governor, Burkitt’s campaign solicited African American votes on the ground. Yet the
People’s Party of Mississippi remained “Lily-White”. Unlike the coalition between Leflore
County Colored Alliance and Holmes County Southern Alliance members forged by Oliver
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Cromwell, it was not bi-racial. Still, Democratic appeals to white supremacy in and through
the party proved just as damning for Burkitt’s campaign as they had been for Barksdale’s.
In the 1895 governor’s race, Burkitt lost to Democratic lawyer Anselm McLaurin by over
twenty-five thousand votes. Five years later, the Populist candidate pulled in fewer than
two thousand votes statewide.331
The collapse of the Populists and persistent corruption within the Mississippi
Democratic Party brought new calls from small farmers to curb planter power – again at
the expense of black voters. The answer was the Primary Law of 1902, which required
political parties to hold a primary for every “state, district, county and county district”
nomination to prevent the state convention from selecting officeholders by fiat. The law
also allowed voters to be “excluded from such primary by regulations of the party.” Before
the first election under the new primary law took place, the Democratic Party state
executive committee restricted its primary to white voters alone. In a one-party state, the
white primary was an even more effective tool for disfranchisement than the poll tax and
literacy test. Yet just like the disfranchising provisions of the 1890 constitution, the Primary
Law of 1902 failed to break the Delta counties’ control of the legislature.332
Although J. J. Newman’s anxiety-ridden portrayals of “Mrs. Sippi Longleaf”
appeared just as Populism was subsiding across the country, the threats the lumber industry
faced from agrarian and rural working-class politics were not quite over. To be sure, the
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fear of African American environmental mastery embodied by “Mrs. Sippi” as forest lost
an important trigger with the collapse of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. Yet in the
following decades, as black lumber workers continued to organize through unions like the
Industrial Workers of the World, they demonstrated the submissive image of “Mrs. Sippi”
in blackface was simply a corporate-capitalist fantasy. Although the Primary Law of 1902
ensured that black activism would remain cut off from the polls, it fostered a political
climate by Delta newspaper editor James K. Vardaman and Hancock County lawyer
Theodore Bilbo. Both men were notoriously racist demagogues as well as staunch
opponents of the lumber industry. Serving as governor in 1909, Vardaman vetoed a law to
raise the amount of property corporations could acquire in Mississippi. As lieutenant
governor in 1912, Bilbo introduced legislation to charge firms a per-acre assessment for
holdings in excess of five thousand acres. The persistence of these ideas within the
Democratic Party – aimed at protecting the interests of small white farmers – became an
important inducement for lumbermen hoping to create a viable Republican Party in
Mississippi.333
African American party politics weathered the violence of the first Mississippi
Plan, the disfranchisement of the second Mississippi Plan, and the creation of the whiteprimary in 1902. Federal appointments by Republican presidents between the end of the
Civil War and the onset of the Great Depression accounted for this durability. Tracing the
long-term outcomes of the Republican spoils system for African American communities,
as well as the efforts of northern lumbermen to harness the system for their own ends,
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means yet again following the water. Vicksburg and Jackson – two inland river towns with
deep connections to the state’s cotton economy – served as the loci for black political
organization in Mississippi. Their wealth and sizeable African American populations, and
in Jackson’s case the presence of the state capitol, made them attractive destinations for
black lawyers and other professionals.334 Their locations, with Vicksburg near the
confluence of the Mississippi and Yazoo Rivers and Jackson on the Pearl River, made them
important sites of federal offices involving transportation, communication, and trade.
The career of James Hill stands as a case in point. In 1874, he joined the cabinet of
governor Adelbert Ames as Secretary of State. Hill managed to outlast his boss, who faced
impeachment by the Democrats and abdicated as Governor after the successful execution
of the first Mississippi Plan. Redemption meant more than just the reassertion of political
control by conservative whites though. It also triggered racial realignment within the
Republican Party and left African Americans in control of the party’s patronage network.
Once Alcorn joined the Democrats and Ames fled the state, John Lynch and James Hill
became the leaders of Mississippi’s “Black and Tan” Republican Party for the next quarter
century.335 By 1880, Hill had obtained a position as a collector for the Internal Revenue
Service in Jackson. Eleven years later President Benjamin Harrison appointed him to serve
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as postmaster at Vicksburg, a position he held for two years. In the meantime, Hill worked
as a land agent with the Louisville, New Orleans, and Texas Railroad. After earning a small
fortune with the railroad, he transitioned from industry back into government as the head
of the Federal Land Office in Jackson.336
Black power flowed toward the coast too. The shipping routes that coursed through
the Piney Woods Littoral supported two of the most important sources of Republican
patronage in south Mississippi. In the sawmill towns along the region’s rivers, mail boats
that serviced local post offices brought employment for black sailors and provided
transportation for workers traveling to and from New Orleans by the Gutter.337
Appointments as postmaster became valuable rewards for African Americans who worked
for the party as committeemen at state and national conventions. The trade in post office
positions was so essential to the operation of the “Black and Tans” in Mississippi and
across the South that critics referred to the practice as “post office Republicanism.”338 The
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ports situated between New Orleans and Mobile were likewise rich sources of patronage.
As demonstrated by the careers of Comité de Citoyens leaders Louis Martinet and
Rodolphe Desdunes, appointments at the ports not only rewarded Republican loyalty but
also helped subsidize black activism.
As had been the case during Reconstruction, the black political class in southeast
Mississippi after disfranchisement was also part of the working-class. They worked as
carpenters, shipwrights, and sailors as well as in the other skilled trades that African
Americans had practiced along the Piney Woods Littoral since the eighteenth century.
Master carpenter Joseph Graves was one example. Graves built a number of structures that
served the lower Pearl River’s black community, including the First Baptist Church where
sailor Anatole McKan served as trustee as well as the Holmes Chapel Methodist Episcopal
Church. Graves also maintained a long political career. He became the “first colored man
to hold political office” on the Pearl River during Reconstruction, when he took office as
harbor master at Ship Island. Local historian Etienne William Maxson described him as
the “first colored postmaster at Pearlington,” serving “alternately under Presidents Arthur
and Harrison.” Graves won elected office as a member of the board of supervisors for
Hancock County as well. As Maxson put it, he “filled these offices with credit to himself
and to the community in which he lived.”339
Etienne William Maxson was another politician on the lower Pearl. While he
worked as a teacher in Hancock County rather than as an artisan, his father was one of the
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best ship’s carpenters on the Pearl River. The elder Maxson learned his carpentry skills in
bondage, and parlayed them into a career building ships for the lumber industry on the
Pearl River. The younger Maxson’s political career began in similar fashion to that of
Joseph Graves – at a port. In 1891, he received a position as “Deputy Collector of Internal
Revenue” at the port of New Orleans. A year later, Democratic Governor John M. Stone
designated him “Commissioner of Election of Hancock County.” In 1899, Maxson became
postmaster at Pearlington in exchange for “services rendered” as a delegate to the
Republican Party’s “county and State conventions.” He held this post for seventeen years
before joining the Air Service Bureau of the War Department during World War I.340
The longstanding presence of a politically active Afro-Creole population
contributed to the persistence of the Republican Party on the Gulf Coast. So did the
influence of the Catholic Church, which created a vehicle for community engagement for
Afro-Creole youth and adults. Yet these cultures were in themselves products of the
geography that shaped French and Spanish settlement there – especially the easy access to
New Orleans made possible by the Gutter. Henri Necaise, the enslaved translator and cattle
drover who once met French ships in the Gulf on their way to New Orleans, described his
community on the Wolf River near Pass Christian as “all French.” His white relatives
depended upon New Orleans as a market for the cattle Henri and other slaves raised in the
swamp. Across the Bay of St. Louis, free-born Louis Piernas described a similar scene:
340
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“there was a little settlement of free mulattos there … we all spoke French.” Piernas’s
father was born in Cuba while his mother was from Santo Domingo. They were one of four
free Afro-Creole families who settled on the Bay of St. Louis in the antebellum period. His

grandparents were substantial landowners on the bay, where they too raised cattle for sale
in New Orleans.341
As with Joseph Graves and Etienne William Maxson at Pearlington, Louis Piernas
enjoyed a long political career supported by Republican patronage. Like Maxson, he too
came from a working-class family. Piernas’s father was a bricklayer who helped build Our
Lady of the Gulf Catholic Church and laid the foundation for the antebellum “Jackson
House” mansion, which became the headquarters for the Gulfside Chautauqua Association
in the 1920s.342 The young Piernas first worked harvesting oysters with his uncle, then
became a barber after training in New Orleans. As an adult he was the head of the Hancock
County Republican Party for more than six decades and served as a delegate for the
Republican National Convention – a role that brought appointments as postmaster of Bay
St. Louis under Presidents Harrison, McKinley, and Roosevelt. As an officer in local
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government, Piernas alternately served as a member of the Hancock County board of
supervisors, the town recorder for Bay St. Louis, and a trustee for the school board. In
1887, while working for the Board of Supervisors, Piernas organized Hancock County’s
first African American mutual assistance society. Piernas’s Promote Benevolent
Organization offered benefits for medical expenses, for financial distress, and for burials.
The long-running organization remained in operation until at least the late 1930s.343
When viewed from the bottom up, appointed positions like those occupied by
Piernas and Maxson represented far more than graft. Instead, they brought resources to
communities that lacked effective representation at the state level. Louis Piernas, for
example, paid postal workers out of his own salary during his tenure as postmaster at Bay
St. Louis. As he put it, “I had to employ three clerks, and the government paid only one.
Salary for the other two had to come out of my own pocket. When all expenses were paid,
I had little left.” Perhaps most importantly, both administrators contributed to the
educational and cultural development of their respective communities. As part of his
benevolent society work, Piernas started the Promote Brass Band in Bay St. Louis. He also
accumulated a large library that he donated to the St. Rose de Lima Catholic school for
African Americans – an offshoot of the much smaller institution in which he received his
own education after the Civil War. While working as a teacher and postmaster in Hancock
County, Maxson acquired his own library of classic works. It too served to educate
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generations of African Americans in a state that saw the education of black students as a
threat to white supremacy.344
A top down view negates the positive consequences of Republican patronage for
African American communities, replacing them instead with a narrative of back-room
intrigue and corruption from Washington, D.C. This is was certainly the case with
Mississippi’s Republican Party in the wake of James Hill’s retirement from politics. In
1904, white Republican Lonzo B. Mosley assumed control of the state organization in
Hill’s stead. Mosley’s tenure as national committeeman lived up to the “Black and Tan”
moniker. As state central committee chairman Sydney D. Redmond put it decades later,
Mosley “accepted collaboration with Negroes” and had “a considerable Negro following.”
Upon Mosley’s death in 1918, Delta Republican Michael Joseph Mulvihill took over. His
leadership initiated a four-decade struggle over the place of African Americans in the
Mississippi GOP.345
The following year, Perry W. Howard and Sydney Redmond took the first steps
toward reasserting full African American control of the state party. Both men were lawyers
in Jackson and shared a birthplace in Ebenezer, Mississippi. Their opportunity came during
the 1920 Republican National Convention, when the convention seated both of the
competing delegations led by Mulvihill and Howard but designated Mulvihill as
344

Piernas, Federal Writers Project Interview, Piernas Vertical File, HCHS
(quote); Maxson, The Progress of the Races, 1; Fusco, Mama Nettie’s Time to Love, 74.
On African American education in Mississippi, see McMillen, Dark Journey, 73-77.
345

“Interview with S. D. Redmond,” Bunche Papers, box 35, folder 2 (quotes).
McMillen, “Perry W. Howard,” 208; Ralph J. Bunche, The Political Status of the Negro
in the Age of FDR, ed. Dewey Grantham (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973),
537-540.
218

Mississippi’s representative on the national committee. The convention came to a threeday long stalemate in the contest between General Leonard Wood and Illinois governor
Frank Lowden for the Republican presidential nomination. Howard’s faction supported
Wood, while Mulvihill and his allies polled for Lowden. Yet Redmond obtained evidence
that Mulvihill had secretly switched sides, a move that proved damning when Lowden
threw his support behind the compromise candidate Warren G. Harding. When Harding
won the nomination and the presidency, Redmond submitted the information to the new
president. Harding rewarded the “Black and Tans” by giving them a share of the party’s
Mississippi patronage and appointing Howard as an assistant attorney general. Harding’s
reprisal weakened Mulvihill’s grasp of the state machinery, allowing Howard to gain
control in 1924. He retained his position as national committeeman and leader of the
Mississippi Republican Party until 1960.346
Howard and Redmond’s control of Mississippi’s Republican Party did not go
uncontested. Two Gulf Coast lumbermen – Horatio S. Weston of the H. Weston Lumber
Company and Lamont Rowlands of the Goodyear Lumber Company – spent decades
trying to drive African Americans out of leadership roles in the Republican Party and
thereby revive Mississippi’s two-party system. Although the two manufacturers were both
Republicans of northern extraction, they were hardly Carpetbaggers. Given their raciallytinged rhetoric of placing “clean, honorable men” at the head of the party instead of Howard
and Redmond, they were more like new Redeemers. Whereas violence, disfranchisement,
and the white-primary had left behind a hard core of African American political leadership
346
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in the Republican Party, men like Weston and Rowlands came to finish the job. As Neil
McMillen put it in his study of Perry W. Howard, “a new and all-white Republican
organization might cast off the burdens of Reconstruction” just as the first Redeemers had
cast off the supposed burdens of African American rule.347
Weston and Rowlands were also important antecedents to the generation of
politicians historian Bruce Schulman identified as the “new Whigs.” As Schulman has
shown, the 1950s and 1960s saw the rise of new business-friendly, racially-moderate
southern politicians who pushed back against the liberalism of the New Deal. They rejected
government intervention on behalf of the poor in favor of government supports for private
businesses. Lower taxes, deregulation, corporate relocation incentives, and federal
spending on massive government projects like military bases became the most important
pillars of their political program. Economic growth, they argued, was a more effective
vehicle for promoting equality than federally-guided efforts to achieve social justice. By
rejecting both the most vocal expressions of white supremacy by southern Democrats and
the welfare programs espoused by the national party, these “new Whigs” became the
vanguard for political realignment in the South.348
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South Mississippi’s new Redeemers shared many of these concerns, expressing
them in a seemingly race-neutral language of anticommunism and good government.
Indeed, in the language of historian George Brown Tindall, they were “neo-Whigs” and
“business progressives” in their own right. Weston and Rowlands joined a host of voices
in the South between World War I and World War II who called for progressive reforms
like the prohibition of alcohol, educational and infrastructural improvements, and federal
support for conservation. Weston was an aggressive opponent of bootlegging who coupled
his efforts to stop the flow of liquor into Mississippi – and into the hands of his African
American employees – with a campaign against the open range. Rowlands supported
industrial education for African Americans living on cut-over lands in the Piney Woods.
In all of this, the Republican Party was both an object of and a vehicle for reform. The
removal of African Americans from positions of political power, the erosion of black
farmers’ traditional uses of the forest commons, and their education as industrial workers
in the South’s diversified forest industries were consequently of one piece. As J. J.
Newman’s vision of “Mrs. Sippi” as forest had made clear two decades earlier, African
Americans were of the land but they were not masters over it.349
Horatio S. Weston was the son of a Yankee mill hand made good. In 1846,
Horatio’s father Henry Weston moved to south Mississippi from Skowhegan, Maine and
found work as a sawyer for the Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company. A decade later the
elder Weston was in business for himself, as the co-owner of a sawmill with Henry and W.
W. Carré. In 1874, Weston bought out his partners and eventually incorporated the venture
349
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as the H. Weston Lumber Company. Together with Poitevent and Favre, H. Weston was
one of the chief firms responsible for cutting out the Honey Island Swamp – the massive
cypress swamp that lies between the East and West Pearl River from its fork thirty miles
inland to the Gutter. The company’s sawmills were located at Logtown, just north of
Pearlington and “the Gin” where Etienne Maxson had milled cotton as a slave. Etienne
William Maxson described the firm as a prodigious employer of “colored men as captains
of their schooners, boats, and barges.” In addition to cutting timber, H. Weston sold sand
and gravel and operated a small railroad.350
If Horatio continued his father’s practice of employing African American ship
captains, he proved less tolerant of other avenues of black self-determination. The younger
Weston inherited his father’s firm in 1912, at a point when the company had already cut
out much of its holdings along the lower Pearl River. By 1914, he was working to convert
his family’s cut-over land into a massive cattle range. It is here that his progressivism, with
all of the movement’s tensions between economic development and traditional land use,
shines through.351 Weston’s zeal for fencing to keep other folks’ cattle off his land and
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protect the range in the Honey Island Swamp prompted him to enclose tracts belonging to
other landowners, at times without their knowledge or consent. The lumber scion turned
rancher was also a member of the county board of supervisors; in that capacity he promised
to punish neighbors who failed to dip their animals for cattle ticks or dispose of dead cattle
that had succumbed to anthrax. Each of these practices threatened to put both white and
black smallholders out of business – or in jail – and represented class-based antagonism as
much as racial antipathy.352
Weston’s attempted economic transformation of the Hancock County countryside
held a moral dimension as well. When Mississippi’s prohibitionists criminalized alcohol
in 1908, two floating bars almost immediately appeared on Louisiana’s side of the East
Pearl River. Given that five miles of dense swamp and river marsh lay between the bars
and the nearest Louisiana towns, they were clearly meant to serve Mississippians. In true
Louisiana fashion, the good times rolled all the way up to federal Prohibition – much to
the chagrin of Horatio Weston. His letters to the Department of Justice reveal an abiding
concern for the “trouble among labor” wrought by bootleg liquor. To be sure, both black
and white workers drank booze. Yet as labor historian William P. Jones has shown, this
was precisely the problem. Lumber manufacturers like Weston used prohibition as a way
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of enforcing the color line, upholding segregation, and preventing socialization between
black and white workers. “Trouble among labor” was just as much a question of worker
solidarity as it was of violent or risqué behavior caused by drinking.353
Opposition to the national Democratic Party ultimately put Weston at odds with the
patronage network managed by Howard and Redmond. During World War I Weston
worked as a Hancock County Food Administrator, bringing the same energy to enforcing
rationing and business hours restrictions that he did to shutting down saloons and closing
the open range. Yet he remained critical of both the administration’s handling of the war
effort and its post-war policies. As a cattle man, he was particularly incensed by Wilson’s
efforts to regulate the meat-packing industries after the armistice. Writing to Mississippi
Senators Pat Harrison and Paul Johnson, he stated “it looks to us as if the Government
wants to go into competition with private enterprises.” Both men were Democrats, and
from Weston’s perspective were presumably part of the problem. In a letter to a colleague
he argued “one of the first things we have to do in Mississippi is to change the political
situation from Bolshevism to a sound, sane Government … We have got to see that
property is protected and encouraged in every legitimate way.” Weston’s language of anti-
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communism, deregulation, and private property mirrored that of Tindall’s “neo-Whigs” in
the 1920s and Schulman’s “new Whigs” of the 1950s and 1960s.354
Weston acted on these complaints by working his connections with northern
Republicans and Michael J. Mulvihill to reshape the Republican patronage network in
south Mississippi.355 While he was ostensibly attacking corruption, Weston’s strategy was
little different from the sort of influence peddling critics attributed to Howard and
Redmond. He contacted Wyoming Representative Frank W. Mondell and a host of other
northern contacts to prevent E. E. Robertson of Seminary, Mississippi from obtaining a
post as U.S. Marshall. He likewise corresponded with Mulvihill to get his picks for
postmaster at Logtown, Kiln, and Bay St. Louis in place. Weston’s cooperation with
Mulvihill was especially important. It signaled the Republican Party’s ability to bridge the
Delta-Piney Woods divide in Mississippi politics by aligning the business and professional
class in the Delta with their peers on the Gulf Coast. As the site of rapid urbanization and
federal investment in military infrastructure after World War II, coastal Mississippi would
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became an important locus for the pro-business economic policies that fueled realignment
in the state.356
Whereas Horatio Weston worked back channels to weaken Howard’s influence and
rebuild the Mississippi Republican Party from the ground up, Lamont Rowlands started
from the top. Between the end of World War I and 1924, Weston relied on Michael J.
Mulvihill to place his allies in government posts – a strategy that became impossible once
Mulvihill lost his position on the Republican National Committee to Howard. Beginning
with Herbert Hoover’s 1928 presidential campaign, Rowlands and former Nebraska
governor George Sheldon focused on removing Howard from the national committee
altogether – an effort that peaked with Howard’s 1928 trial for corruption. The “Rowlands
or Sheldon faction” also differed from Weston in their open commitment to “Lily-White”
politics. Even after Rowlands retired from politics, Mississippians continued to solicit his
input on white Republicanism.357
Weston and Rowlands shared the objectives of redeeming south Mississippi’s cutover landscapes together with the Republican Party. Lamont Rowlands was a Michiganborn lumberman who came to Mississippi in 1916 after operating a bank in Alaska and
cutting timber on the West Coast. Rowlands’s father-in-law was Charles A. Goodyear, a
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cousin of the Goodyears who established the Great Southern Lumber Company at Bogalusa
in the preceding decade. Charles Goodyear, like Rowlands, was a stalwart Republican. The
two men joined Pearl River County sawmill operator Lucius O. Crosby in founding the
Goodyear Lumber Company at Picayune, Mississippi. In 1919, Crosby and Rowlands
bought out Goodyear’s share. Nine years later, Rowlands sold his interest in the business
to Crosby in order to focus on a new venture: planting tung trees on cut-over land. The
tung is a native Chinese tree with nuts containing oils useful for paint, varnish, and
chemical synthesis. Rowlands’s 1928 campaign to remove Perry W. Howard from the
Mississippi Republican Party thus coincided with a program to transform south
Mississippi’s former forests into an all-new agro-industrial landscape.358
The agricultural vision Rowlands pursued after 1928 was never meant to upset the
place of African Americans in the political economy that had taken shape in Mississippi
since Emancipation. Indeed, his philanthropic work served to reinforce the articulation
between land and labor evinced by J. J. Newman’s image of “Mrs. Sippi” in blackface.
Through the 1930s and 1940s, Rowlands made donations in support of the Piney Woods
Country Life School operated by conservative African American educator Laurence
Clifton Jones of St. Joseph, Missouri. Jones was a graduate of the University of Iowa,
where he became friends with Iowa State alumnus and fellow African American educator
George Washington Carver. While Jones studied liberal arts at Iowa, he became fascinated
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with the model of industrial education in place at the Hampton and Tuskegee Institutes.
After graduating in 1907, Jones traveled to the Yazoo-Mississippi Delta in hopes of
establishing his own school there – a task that met significant resistance from planters who
held little interest in educated sharecroppers. In 1909 he relocated to Rankin County, just
southeast of the capitol at Jackson, where he opened the Piney Woods School on a tract of
land donated by a former slave.359
Like Booker T. Washington and George Washington Carver at Tuskegee Institute,
Laurence Jones preached self-help rather than political equality as a vehicle for African
American advancement. Jones was an accommodationist who acknowledged that black
workers occupied the “bottom rail” of southern society but argued that all rails should be
made “worthy and strong.” This stance was evident in the school’s motto: “work is the
mother of contentment.” As such, his vision of industrial education appealed to timber
operators like Rowlands who wanted to increase the efficiency of African American
workers without upsetting white supremacy. Particularly in the school’s first decades,
Jones obliged by training students in trades like brickmaking, broom making, and farm
maintenance. As environmental historian Tom Okie has shown in his work on industrial
education at Georgia’s Fort Valley High and Industrial School, the industrial curriculum
was in many ways a product of a South that was already passing by. While a trade like
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brickmaking by hand allowed African Americans like those at Bayou Bonfouca to make a
living in the 1870s, it was rapidly becoming obsolete in the industrializing South.360
Although the curriculum at schools like Piney Woods defined a specific place for
African Americans in the region’s social order, the fact that black students in Rankin
County and its environs had a well-organized school at all must not be overlooked. When
Jones founded Piney Woods in 1909, many of his students’ parents remained illiterate. The
state’s political leadership wanted it that way. Piney Woods was thus a critical vector for
education in reading and arithmetic. Indeed, it provided the only library for African
Americans in a four-county area that included Rankins, Simpson, Scott, and Smith
Counties. Rowlands’s cousins by marriage established a similar system across the Pearl
River from Hancock County in their mill town of Bogalusa. The schools for African
Americans in Bogalusa were well equipped compared to most schools in the rural South.
Yet a comparison of the town’s white and black educational institutions from the first
decade of the twentieth century through the 1950s reveals the school system denied African
American students the space for specialized instruction in chemistry, physics, and business
that was available for white children. These skills were essential for participating as
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anything other than a laborer in the diversified rural economy Rowlands and the Goodyears
hoped to establish with projects like tung oil production.361
The paternalism Lamont Rowlands exhibited in his relationship with Laurence
Clifton Jones did not extend to politics. In fact, Rowlands viewed the struggle against Perry
W. Howard in almost mystical terms. In letter to his confidant and fellow Christian
Scientist Alden Francis Potter dated August 13, 1928, Rowlands described Howard’s
indictment “for the selling of patronage” as a chance for “our white Republicans … to
come back into the ‘lime-light.’” Just a few days earlier, Potter had written to Rowlands
regarding the difficult task the lumberman faced in removing Howard. As Potter put it, “it
is wise to remind ourselves that God and His law are supreme and the Mind that was in
Christ Jesus will and does show the way. May that mind show you how to surmount every
difficulty.” Rowlands concurred, stating he was “trying to keep mentally fit” for the
challenge that lay ahead.362
Allies in high places – be they in Heaven or in Washington, D.C. – did not help
Rowlands prevail. Herbert Hoover’s 1928 presidential campaign came on the heels of a
probe three years earlier by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Post Office
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Department that exposed rampant corruption within Mississippi and brought multiple
indictments for Howard. Seeking inroads in the South, Hoover promised to clean up
Republican machine politics in the region and create a party that could compete with the
Democrats. He tapped Lamont Rowlands to help him do that in Mississippi. For his part,
Rowlands canvassed the state in hopes of bringing Democrats into the Republican fold. He
railed against Democratic candidate Al Smith’s opposition to prohibition and called for
getting the government out of business and getting “more of God into government.” That
the new party he was trying to build would be “Lily-White” was without question.363
Hoover’s victory in 1928 did not solidify Rowlands’s place atop the Mississippi
Republican Party. The new president did give his southern ally control over patronage
there. Yet Perry Howard was another question. As Neil McMillen has shown, the idea of a
competitive Republican Party purged of African American influence brought fear to those
who saw the Democratic Party as the sole instrument of white supremacy. Howard’s
lawyers understood this anxiety. They secured acquittals in his corruption trials by
emphasizing his service to white Democrats who received most of the offices under his
leadership. He was, in other words, as much of an accommodationist as Laurence Clifton
Jones. Howard’s acquittal – and the enduring goal of using the “Black and Tan”
organizations to appeal to black voters in the North – convinced the Republican National
Committee that Howard needed to stay on as national committeeman. Rowlands thereby
found himself in a position as Hoover’s “unofficial representative in Mississippi.” The
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uncertainty of the situation and the expenses Rowlands incurred led him to abscond from
politics three years later. Howard, in turn, continued to serve as national committeeman for
the next thirty-two years while never enjoying the control over local offices he maintained
in the four years between his defeat of Mulvihill and the election of Hoover.364
The brief time Rowlands spent in the “lime-light” is nonetheless instructive. As was
the case with Horatio Weston’s cooperation with Michael J. Mulvihill, Rowlands’s pursuit
of Howard’s spot on the Republican National Committee bridged the historic divide
between Piney Woods and Delta politics. While Neil McMillen has argued that racial
demagogues like Governor Theodore Bilbo wanted Howard to retain control so as to
weaken the Republicans, that was not the case everywhere. Lamont Rowlands’s personal
files are filled with carbon copied letters to the president written by lifelong Democrats in
the Delta supporting Rowlands’s effort to replace Howard. The striking aspect of this
correspondence is that it is not from planters but instead from the heads of title insurance
companies, car dealerships, small industrial concerns, and local chambers of commerce.
This was precisely the constituency that would fall behind Wirt A. Yerger, Jr., a Jackson
insurance executive and Mississippi Young Republican leader. At the 1956 Republican
National Convention, Yerger’s “Lily-White” party challenged the seating of the “Black
and Tans,” leading to a split delegation in Howard’s final term as national committeeman.
Yerger’s rise spelled the end of an African American-dominated Republican Party in
Mississippi. Yet the language of anti-communism, deregulation, evangelicalism, and
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moderate white supremacy that Yerger and his peers brought to the ascendant Republican
Party had already been spelled out in the preceding decades by new Redeemers like Weston
and Rowlands.365
Of course, political realignment is not unidirectional. African Americans from
Republican backgrounds had to join the Democratic Party just as voters committed to white
supremacy joined the Republican Party. There are few better examples than Hancock
County Republican chairman Louis Piernas and his great-grandnephew Lawrence Guyot,
Jr. In a Works Progress Administration interview conducted in the late 1930s, Piernas
predicted: “I may not live to see it, but I believe the time will come, when colored
Democrats, will be allowed to vote in the Democratic primaries.” Just over two decades
later, Guyot became one of the most prominent individuals fighting for political power
through the Democratic Party. Indeed, Guyot attributed his political development to his
experience in the Catholic church as well as working on the docks of the Mississippi Gulf
Coast. While participating in the massive 1964 Freedom Summer voter registration and
educational project, Guyot became the chairman of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic
Party. At the 1964 Democratic National Convention, the group challenged the seating of
Mississippi’s all-white delegation on the basis of systematic exclusion of African
Americans through the state’s white primary.366
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In an assessment of the Freedom Summer and Mississippi Freedom Democratic
Party voting projects, Guyot and his colleague Mike Thelwell argued that African
American political assertiveness brought about what they called a “New Mississippi Plan.”
Whereas planters in the Delta scrambled to find new work through forestry to keep black
sharecroppers in place during World War II, by the 1960s new advancements in the
mechanical cultivation and harvesting of cotton rendered their labor expendable. Planters
and their allies in state government responded to African Americans’ demands for the vote
by preventing the distribution of food under Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty programs,
denying black workers access to job training, and carrying out a massive wave of evictions
on the region’s plantations. This third Mississippi Plan of ethnic cleansing – what Guyot
and Thelwell called “gradual depopulation – represented a rupture of the link between land
and labor that had long defined the state’s political economy. Once black workers’ rejection
of the servility embodied by Newman’s “Mrs. Sippi” in blackface became too great to
ignore, Mississippi’s political elite became happy to see them go.367
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CUT-OVER COLOR LINES
On Halloween, 1961, the space age descended on the Honey Island Swamp like a
flying saucer beamed down from Washington. Under a blinding sun, on a still-hot
Mississippi fall day, John C. Stennis hawked Saturn V rockets from the back of a flatbed
trailer. “This is no moon shot,” he told a crowd of seven hundred landowners on Logtown
School’s football field. “Whoever controls space controls the earth.” The junior Senator
from the Magnolia State knew something of control. He’d made a name for himself in the
1930s as district attorney for “Bloody” Kemper County, some 200 miles to the northeast.
There he prosecuted three black sharecroppers for the axe murder of their landlord using
confessions he knew the police extracted by torture. The Supreme Court overturned his
convictions, he tried them again anyway, and hadn’t lost an election since. Stennis was in
Hancock County as a member of the Senate Appropriations, Armed Forces, and
Aeronautical and Space Science Committees. He came to convince people from the south
Mississippi lumber towns of Logtown, Gainesville, Napoleon, Santa Rosa, Westonia, and
The Point of their duty to help defeat the Soviets and send Americans to the Moon. They
didn’t have a choice. The war machine had already landed.368
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The Army Engineers flanking the Senator on the turf that day knew something of
control too, and of the earth. They knew that by way of the Rigolets the strip of towns on
the Pearl River was just thirty-six miles from the old Antoine Michoud estate. In the late
eighteenth century, when his countrymen and women like Julia de la Brosse were running
cattle in the big woods along the coast, Michoud was growing sugar cane with slave labor
on the south shore of Lake Pontchartrain. He refined his own sugar there as well.
Michoud’s slaves certainly fed on his neighbors’ cattle, while anyone growing sugar on the
Pearl likely turned to him for processing. The eight mile gut between Lake Pontchartrain
and Lake Borgne helped establish one of French Louisiana’s oldest agro-industrial
complexes. It would do the same for the military-industrial complex.369
The Rigolets – the Gutter – was the upper lip of the Mississippi Delta, where the
Father of Waters kissed the Mother of Pearls and gave birth to a three thousand year old
lake. Long before James B. Eads built his jetties at the mouth of the Mississippi River using
timber stolen from African American landowners, the Gutter was the surest route to world
markets from New Orleans. Bayou St. John connected the city to Lake Pontchartrain, the
Gutter cut through the lake’s eastern edge toward Lake Borgne near the mouth of the Pearl
River, and Lake Borgne gave way to the Gulf of Mexico through the Mississippi Sound.
Michoud’s sugar crossed the channel on its way to France, just as Stennis’s rockets would
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on their way to the new proving ground he wanted to build at Gainesville. This geography
formed the destinies of the seven hundred landowners in the audience that day. These
features made their presence on Logtown’s football field necessary. The Army Engineers
made sure to remind everyone of that.370
The space age came a bit earlier to the Michoud place. It was three hundred years
of continuous, intensive land use wrapped up into one enormous parcel too perfect for the
emerging warfare state to resist. Andrew Jackson Higgins bought the plantation during
World War II. Higgins was an old lumber man who became interested in boat design while
logging cypress on inundated land in Natchez, Mississippi. The shallow draft boats he
manufactured to pull timber out of the swamp and salvage heavy machinery held further
application as amphibious landing craft. He secured a contract to throw an armada of them
against the Germans on the beaches at Normandy. Higgins designed General Dwight D.
Eisenhower’s D-Day landing craft himself and tested them on Lake Pontchartrain and
Bayou St. John. His company ultimately built 20,094 vessels for the United States military
during World War II, with most of them coming from the factory at Michoud.371
Higgins wasn’t finished; he helped build the bomb. After D-Day he converted the
Michoud machine shops to make precision instruments for physicists working at
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Tennessee’s Oak Ridge National Laboratory – devices with uses his engineers weren’t
allowed to learn about. In 1950, President Eisenhower installed former Nazi rocket
scientists on the Tennessee River southwest of Oak Ridge at the Redstone Arsenal in
Huntsville, Alabama. Led by Werner Von Braun, they built missiles to launch America’s
growing nuclear stockpile across the planet. Eleven years later, President John F. Kennedy
tapped their expertise for a new mission to put Americans on the Moon. When Kennedy
announced his big moon shot in 1961, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) acquired the Michoud site as part of the Apollo lunar landing program. With
“1,869,020 square feet of floor space” laid out on 846 acres, only the Michoud factory
offered a site on the Intracoastal Waterway large enough to build the rockets Stennis hyped
to the crowd at Logtown that Halloween. The Michoud plant was also conveniently located
between NASA’s soon to be built Manned Space Center at Houston, Texas and its Atlantic
Missile Range launching pad at Cape Canaveral, Florida. The Honey Island Swamp – a
five-mile-wide span of bottomland hardwoods and marsh tucked between the East and
West Pearl north of Lake Borgne – was the only spot close enough to Michoud that could
provide an acoustic buffer zone for tests of the new rockets. The Army Engineers were
quick to remind everyone of that.372
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Figure 6.1  

NASA Facilities in the Lake Pontchartrain Basin

John C. Stennis Collection, series 25 (Independent Agencies), box six, folder 23,
(hereinafter cited as Stennis Collection), Congressional and Political Research Center,
Mitchell Memorial Library, Mississippi State University, Mississippi State, Mississippi.
The same channel that for three-and-a-half centuries fed cattle, charcoal, shingles,
and lumber through the back door to New Orleans would now take massive Saturn S-IC
booster rockets from their birthplace on an old sugar plantation to their proving grounds
in a cypress swamp. Fading river ports that once connected a generation of former slavesturned-sailors to more open racial systems in France, Cuba, and Tampico would be thrust
aside by missiles powerful enough escape the Earth’s gravitational field. The S-ICs – the
first stage of the Saturn V system that would propel Apollo’s astronauts into space –
could travel thirty-six miles into the atmosphere in two-and-a-half minutes. They had to
travel thirty-six miles by water from Michoud to what became the Mississippi Test
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Facility (MTF) at Gainesville because they were too large to transport on land. The
Apollo program was only scheduled to run for eight years, but Stennis was sure he could
find more work for the testing ground later. In the meantime, the folks gathered at
Logtown were going to have to sell.373
The plantation chimney that remains at NASA’s Michoud Assembly Facility stands
as a monument to the persistent ways in which the geography that defined the South’s old
plantation system continues to weave racial injustice into economic development.374 The
Rigolets was one of the most important waterways in the Atlantic World. It made the 1718
founding of New Orleans possible at a time when the mouth of the Mississippi River
remained inscrutable to Europeans searching along the marsh of coastal Louisiana. The
French colonial capitol on the Mississippi became the seat of an empire of sugar cane cut
out of the muck by slaves at places like the old Michoud estate. Yet the pass between Lake
Pontchartrain and Lake Borgne also supported African American independence for
centuries. In the eighteenth century, Juan San Malo’s renegades ferried back and forth
across the Gutter in their war on French and British slave traders. In the antebellum period,
the channel granted easy access to New Orleans for free Afro-Creole families who raised
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cattle along the Piney Woods Littoral from Lake Pontchartrain to Mobile Bay. After
Emancipation, it became a critical link in a coastwise and circum-Caribbean lumber trade
that took black sailors and ship captains to ports in Texas, Florida, Mexico, and Cuba.
These skilled workers – many of them independent contractors for firms like the H. Weston
Lumber Company and Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company – turned Gainesville and
Logtown into sites of significant African American capital accumulation in the formative
years of Jim Crow segregation.375
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Figure 6.2  

Historic Plantation Infrastructure at NASA’s Michoud Assembly Facility

Photograph courtesy of Jessica Anne Gauley, Honey Island Kayak Tours, Pearl River,
Louisiana.
When NASA and Department of Defense site evaluators selected the Michoud plant
to build S-IC rockets and the towns along the Honey Island Swamp to test them, they
reversed the Gutter’s historical relationship with African American land acquisition. Their
decision-making turned on the long-term concentrations of wealth situated on either side
of the eight-mile pass, specifically Antoine Michoud’s old sugar factory and the pine tree
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plantations that flanked the lower Pearl River. What had once been a geological agent of
emancipation and black autonomy in the face of slavery and white supremacy thus became
a path to dispossession. International Paper owned 11,258 acres of the 13,428 acre “fee
area” NASA purchased at Gainesville for the construction of the MTF. In the 125,442 acre
“buffer zone” surrounding the test site, where NASA initially sought perpetual easements
rather than outright purchases, International Paper, Crosby Forest Products, and other large
landowners held some 97,600 acres of timberland. For those interested in growing
pulpwood for the region’s many paper mills, the creation of the buffer zone meant business
as usual. For families who had in some cases lived in the same home across generations,
the space age in south Mississippi proved emotionally and financially devastating.376
The conversion of hundreds of homesteads into pulpwood forests in the buffer zone
effaced more than a century of African American community development along the lower
Pearl River. Like the discrimination black landowners faced as NASA and the Corps of
Engineers rushed to acquire title to the MTF, these acts of dispossession constituted cutover color lines rendered invisible by one of the many dramatic changes in land use that
have marked the South since Emancipation. As was the case with the systematic denial of
reforestation subsidies to black farmers, southern forestry helped perpetuate white
supremacy by supplying the paradigm of “highest and best use” that informed the two
agencies’ discriminatory appraisals. In his recent cultural and environmental history of the
Apollo program, Neil Maher emphasized how civil rights activists critiqued federal
376
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spending on the space race in light of widespread inequality. Apollo was at once a foil to
the inadequate federal response to racialized poverty in the United States and a symbol of
the inability of space technology to solve the problems of the urban crisis. Yet a focus on
the big numbers – the $315 million cost of the MTF or the $24 billion spent during the
course of the Apollo program – obscures the penny-pinching that black and white families
in Hancock County experienced as NASA and the Corps kicked them off their land.
African American homeowners faced the brunt of these budgetary concerns.377
The buffer zone merits further attention as the site of significant federal investment
in an exploitative labor regime very different from the high wage, high tech jobs Stennis
promised to the folks at Logtown. The land acquisition team led by Colonel D. A. Raymond
of the Corps of Engineers Mobile District appraised home sites in the buffer zone based on
their potential value as pulpwood forests – and that is exactly what most of them became.
Pulpwood contracting, and not rocket science, thus became the defining economic activity
of the buffer zone.378 Pulpwood cutters, particularly those who worked as independent
contractors, were some of the most vulnerable workers in the South. Between the 1930s
and 1950s, the American Pulpwood Association carried out a hard-fought legislative battle
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that left workers locked out of minimum wage, overtime, unemployment, and workmen’s
compensation benefits. Pulpwood cutting was physically demanding, dangerous, and rife
with abuse by dealers who intentionally miscalculated deliveries and denied workers their
just wages. The pulpwood concentration yards serving International Paper’s mills in south
Mississippi were among the most notorious for these practices.379 In the words of
environmental historian Mart Stewart, pulpwood forests are a key component of the
“shadow landscape” that surrounds the most eye-catching aspects of economic
development in the Sunbelt region spanning from California to the Atlantic. At the MTF,
the work carried out in the shadow of the rockets proved far more typical of southern land
use than the space age rocketry that displaced Gainesville.380
While the rockets NASA engineers test-fired at the MTF tied the site to an
aerospace industry that reached across the Sunbelt, they also held surprising connections
to the South’s plantation economy. The Boeing Corporation shipped Apollo’s first-stage
S-IC boosters to the MTF through the Gutter, thereby restoring some of the economic
379
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importance the channel lost with the decline of shipping on the Pearl River after the 1930s.
Second-stage S-II boosters traveled fourteen days by barge from Boeing’s Seal Beach,
California facility, through the Panama Canal, and across the Caribbean and Gulf of
Mexico to the Pearl River.381 Their fuel, particularly the oxidizer nitrogen tetroxide, took
a different route across the country on I-10. In the 1980s, when routine truck shipments of
the highly toxic fuel to California’s Vandenberg Air Force Base became public knowledge,
the practice sparked fears of a deadly chemical release in one of the nation’s largest urban
areas.382 Yet it was the conversion of surplus rocket fuel into farm chemicals that made this
nightmare a reality – albeit in LA rather than L.A. On October 23, 1995, a tanker filled
with nitrogen tetroxide bound for a subsidiary of the San Francisco-based Crown
Zellerbach Paper Company imploded in downtown Bogalusa, Louisiana, just across the
Pearl from the MTF. The incident showered some of the poorest neighborhoods in the
paper mill town with poisonous gas and left dozens of residents with permanent lung
damage.383
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Of course, most of the citizens gathered at Logtown School’s football field on
October 31, 1961 were probably not worried about pulpwood forests or rocket propellants.
Their minds were almost certainly on the homes and communities they would soon be
leaving behind – and how they would rebuild their lives somewhere else. These were the
concerns that prompted local businessman Roy Baxter and Gulf Coast banker Leo Seal to
urge Stennis to visit Logtown and explain the vast act of dispossession that most folks had
only learned about a few days before on the local news. As businessmen, Baxter and Seal
both welcomed the influx of federal and corporate dollars the project would bring to
southwest Mississippi. They also had the resources to fight for an acceptable settlement
from the Corps of Engineers. Baxter recalled that he received twice as much for his marina
at Logtown as the Corps originally offered him, a sum that allowed him to reopen the
business downriver at Pearlington. Others were burned when they accepted initial offers
that amounted to “more money than they had seen in their life” but remained far below the
replacement value of their homesteads.384
As the acquisition process moved forward the people of Hancock County reminded
Stennis of his promise at Logtown that those who made a “sacrifice” for their country
would receive fair treatment – an assessment many rejected.385 To his credit, he did fight
Russell, War and Nature: Fighting Humans and Insects with Chemicals from World War
I to Silent Spring (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 184-228.
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for appropriations to cover relocation costs for those who wanted to physically move their
homes and to force the Corps to purchase property outright when the cost of an easement
amounted to most of the property’s value.386 Yet the sense of injustice residents felt
stemmed from the way the Corps of Engineers calculated fair market value. Long before
most locals in south Mississippi knew what was happening, the Corps had already
generated its own appraisal for the entire project. William R. Matkin, a Corps of Engineers
purchasing agent in the agency’s Bay St. Louis, Mississippi land office, described the
initial appraisal as a “very confidential” figure the Corps used to secure congressional
funding but also established a cost ceiling for the project. To avoid exceeding that ceiling,
the Corps “froze” its appraisal values as of October 25, 1961. This act introduced
significant discrepancies into the settlement process. A real estate developer with a forty
acre tract subdivided into lots, for example, would receive more money per acre than a
family living on a similarly situated forty acre tract homesteaded by one of their
ancestors.387
In other words, investors in Hancock County made out far better than the average
homeowner. This became especially clear when land speculators in towns around the buffer
zone began driving up the price of property. Once again, the internal price ceiling
established by the Corps as well as the freezing of appraisals at October 1961 prices proved
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detrimental. Given that there was little land on the market when the Corps made its
clandestine survey, even those numbers were contested. As Oscar J. Gelpi put it in 1963:
“those fellows are buying land from us at prices as much as 7 years old … But all around
us there’s a real estate boom. So what happens when we move is this – the government is
paying us $100 an acre, and it’s costing us $500 an acre when we are moving.” Joe B.
Graham, Jr., the “chief of the engineers acquisitions sections,” responded to such criticisms
with the specter of spiraling costs. “We can’t pay for what replacement value costs,” he
stated, “because there would be no stopping point. Also, a lot of these people are coming
from a rural community and moving to a city like Picayune. They’re not moving into rural
areas comparable to their own.” Graham’s comments glossed over the fact that Picayune
was just a few miles north of the buffer zone and could hardly be considered a major city.
The Corps paid around $13.8 million for land in the entire MTF – less than five percent of
the $315 million price tag for the total project. Much of that figure went to timber growers.
Ultimately, the power of eminent domain meant land was the one cost the Corps of
Engineers could control with certainty.388
Col. Raymond and the Corps acquisitions team defended the accuracy of their
offers based on the use of independent, Mississippi-based appraisers. Yet in the Deep South
– particularly at the height of the civil rights movement – local authorities were not
necessarily reliable judges of African American property values. As historian Andrew
Kahrl has shown in his study of tax assessments in the Magnolia State, artificially high
388

“When Outer Space Meant Less Living Space … Sentiment Gives Way to
Reality at Mississippi Test Facility,” clipping from Biloxi (Miss.) Daily Herald in NASA
vertical file, HCHS (quotes); William R. Matkin Interview with Charles Bolton,
December 4, 1991, volume 393, SSCHP; Herring, Way Station to Space, 33, 119.
249

assessments became a weapon to force black landowners to pay for services they did not
receive and to destroy black capital.389 Unfair appraisals in the buffer produced the same
results, although they did so by deflating rather than inflating a tract’s value. Leo Seal
personally intervened with Stennis in one particularly damning instance. Seal wrote to the
Senator to discuss the case of Percy Peters, a Gainesville resident living on eight acres of
“good cultivable land” who received an offer of $750.00. Seal, who as the president of
Hancock Bank was certainly a sure witness to property values, estimated the property was
“worth at least $250.00 an acre.” The case of Peters’s church was even more egregious.
The Corps offered the congregation “$9,000.00 for the church, site, and a house … used in
connection with the church.” The churchgoers spent more than $13,000 on the on the
facilities. Replacement estimates reached as high as $15,000. The appraiser low-balled
them by arguing that because the land was donated it could not count toward the appraised
value. Leo Seal decried any policy that forced citizens to simply give away property they
received as a gift.390
Mildred Wheat of the African American community known as The Point
remembered the MTF takeover as a fatal event for some of her neighbors. When the Wheats
finally moved in 1964, Mildred began washing her children’s clothes every day because
the mortgage payments on their new property left the family with no money to buy extra
389
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outfits. She and her husband James had paid off the original note on their residence roughly
a decade before NASA came to southwest Mississippi. Other members of her community,
especially older individuals, proved more susceptible to the stress of moving and the
pressure of unexpected debt. As she explained, “It took a long time to get used to the idea
… And a lot of people didn’t … they died of heart attacks before they left from all the
worry. Many more died right after they moved and I’ll tell you, we lost a lot of people.
They were dying all up and down the river.” For the Corps of Engineers, what Mildred
Wheat interpreted as a public health crisis amounted to sentiment. In the words of the head
of the civilian head of the Corps of Engineers land office in Bay St. Louis, Mississippi “All
of us respect the owners’ sentimental value,” but “the fact that they have been living there
for generations and generations has no material bearing on fair market value.” Yet as the
gap between the offers in the buffer zone and rising property values elsewhere widened,
the frozen appraisals of October 1961 seemed far less than fair.391
Logtown and Gainesville first became centers of African American land ownership
in the majority-white Piney Woods of south Mississippi nearly a century before the
construction of the MTF, when a very different set of economic relationships prevailed in
the region. Freedpeople who worked as enslaved master carpenters, sailors, and sawyers
leveraged these skills upon Emancipation as they acquired homesteads on public land, built
their own houses, and raised cattle in the forests. As firms like the H. Weston Lumber
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Company and the Poitevent and Favre Lumber Company cut out between World War I and
the Great Depression, these opportunities disappeared along with Hancock County’s
original stands of pine and cypress. While advances in papermaking from pine spurred the
rise of new pulpwood forests across the South after World War II, the labor regimes black
workers encountered there were nowhere near as open or remunerative as those once found
along the Pearl River. International Paper was at the heart of these changes. In 1952 the
firm bought most of the H. Weston’s 150,000 acres, making it the largest landowner in
what became the buffer zone. At the same time, the company played a pivotal role in
ensuring that pulpwood workers did not enjoy the same protections as other industrial
employees in the South.392
The battle to exempt southern pulpwood workers – the majority of whom were
African Americans – from basic wages and hours protections enjoyed by other citizens
began during the New Deal. On August 17, 1933, International Paper Vice-President John
H. Hinman joined American Pulp and Paper Association members from firms in each of
the nation’s major logging areas to draft a pulpwood code for submission to the National
Recovery Administration (NRA). The short-lived agency, which the Supreme Court
deemed unconstitutional in 1935, allowed American trade associations to draft voluntary
governing codes meant to stabilize industrial wages. These codes served to raise wages in
the South even as they codified longstanding regional wage differentials. As labor historian
William Jones and others have argued, executives like Hinman justified these differentials
392
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based on the presumed inefficiency of southern workers, particularly African Americans.
The pulpwood industry was no exception. In their initial draft, Hinman and the “Pulpwood
Committee” submitted a wage scale that set West Coast pulpwood wages at “.35$/hour;”
Northeastern, Appalachian, and Lake States wages at “.25$/hour;” and Southern wages at
“.20$/hour.” Hinman and his peers incorporated the American Pulpwood Association
(APA) as the entity responsible for drafting the code and negotiating its final terms with
the NRA.393
Even after the collapse of the NRA, the APA’s objective of limiting the rising cost
of pulpwood procurement by quashing wages remained. Its next and most important fight
came against the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA). The FLSA forced the companies
purchasing pulpwood to ensure compliance with the act’s minimum wage and overtime
provisions rather than the dealers that secured the wood for them. An APA internal history
depicted the FLSA as incompatible with the primitive conditions typical of the southern
pulpwood forests. “One must acquire a feel for the conditions in the woods in the ‘30s and
‘40s,” it stated.
Forest workers mostly used hand tools and drove animals,
and generally came and went as they pleased. These
woodsmen probably did not need supervision, and likely
would have resented it if it had been exercised. Piecework
pay was the predominant method, and undoubtedly many
workers who produced little were paid poorly on an hourly
basis.
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From the perspective of a transnational firm like International Paper, corporate oversight
of the myriad ill-trained, irregular, and unskilled pulpwood crews that dotted the South
represented an undue burden on management. The solution came in 1950, when the APA
secured Section 13(a)15 of the FLSA – an amendment commonly referred to as the “12man exemption.” The new legislation exempted firms from providing a minimum wage or
overtime for woods crews composed of less than twelve workers. It also protected firms
from injunctions when they did acquire wood from crews that violated the law.394
Between 1955 and 1956, APA lobbyists responded to congressional attempts to
eliminate the “12-man exemption” with testimony emphasizing the inefficiency and even
frivolity of southern labor. As one witness put it, “logging workers, upon spotting a wild
animal while working in the woods, would often take up the chase on foot ‘after some wild
beast’ and be gone for days.” In its own institutional history, the trade association produced
a caricatured rendition of the hearings that depicted African American testimony as a
spectacle. One “logging contractor from Georgia,” the account noted, was “a nervous black
man with snow white hair and many years’ experience.” After the man presented a “picture
of his Pontiac” to a house subcommittee, a congressman supposedly suggested “I’d have
thought you’d be driving a Cadillac.” The immediate reply of “Yes, boss, and if I stay in
this pulpwood business a few more years I’m going to have a Cadillac” made the APA
perspective clear. Although the average southern worker couldn’t be counted on to focus
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on the task at hand, even the most absurd characters could make money in the Deep South’s
forests.395
Pulpwood workers saw things differently. In Magic City, poet Yusef Komunyakaa
detailed work in the pulpwood forests outside of Bogalusa, Louisiana, a mill town founded
by the Great Southern Lumber Company on the Pearl River in the first decade of the
twentieth century. In 1938, the St. Louis-based Gaylord Container Corporation assumed
control of Great Southern’s paper mill and pulpwood stands before merging with
California’s Crown Zellerbach Paper Company in 1955. In his “Poetics of Paperwood,”
Komunyakaa directly addressed the themes of wildlife and autonomy in a way that
emphasized skill rather than the inefficiency cited by the APA. Describing a woods crew
entering the forest “before dawn,” Komunyakaa wrote:
I saw deer ease
Back into the green
Future before double blades
Chopped the day loose.
I learned how to bed
Trees so they fell
Between an owl’s nest &
beehive.
Komunyakaa’s poetry is a reminder of pulpwood workers’ appreciation of the natural
world as well as the constant attention to danger their line of work demanded. Given their
status as contractors without workmen’s compensation or unemployment protection,
caution became even more critical. Trees could split when felled incorrectly, allowing
broad strips of splintered timber to kick outward and slash an unwary worker across the
face. Colleagues were subject to being crushed by falling trees as well. Avoiding these
395
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dangers and staying out of the hospital required the same precision needed to place a tree
between a beehive and a bird’s nest.396
The APA’s insistence on southern inefficiency did more than just trivialize the skill
needed to cut pulpwood – it downplayed the fact that pulpwood workers actually produced
a significant amount of wood for which they received no payment at all. Indeed, the “12man exemption” provided the legal framework for this corruption by eliminating the
mandate for the paper industry to ensure a minimum wage. Komunyakaa’s “Believing in
Iron” details the routine play of power between pulpwood contractors and the dealers who
purchased the fruits of their labor – albeit with a description of scrap dealing rather than
pulpwood:
We could look at a tree of blackbirds
& tell you how many were there,
But with the scrap dealer
Our math was always off.
Weeks of lifting & grunting
Never added up to much,
But we couldn’t stop
Believing in iron.
For pulpwood as for salvage workers, the math was always off. In the case of pulpwood
sales, a low-tech mechanism provided the means for cooking the books: the “short-stick.”
Pulpwood at the time was sold by the cord – a unit of volume measuring 4 feet by four feet
by eight feet. “Short-sticking” referred to the practice of deliberately miscalculating the
amount of cords in a pulpwood contractor’s delivery. Some pulpwood dealers even used
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hand-made “short-sticks” – a misnomer for supposed yardsticks that were actually longer
than a yard and were specifically designed to underestimate volume. Because many
pulpwood contractors were actually in debt to pulpwood dealers for loans on trucks,
chainsaws, and other equipment, there was often little they could do about the practice
other than accept what the dealer offered. In other words, the short-stick replicated the most
heinous aspects of sharecropping in industrial woods work.397
International Paper, which pooled wood from the buffer zone and across south
Mississippi for shipment by barge to its paper mill at Pascagoula, Mississippi, was well
known for the “short-sticking” carried out by its pulpwood dealers. By the 1980s the
problem was so widespread that the United Woodcutters Association began printing
templates for pulpwood contractors to build their own measuring sticks to double-check
dealers’ calculations. At the same time, the Woodcutters pressured Mississippi state
legislators to pass a bill that would regulate the wood dealers and eliminate short-sticking
altogether. International Paper, Crown Zellerbach, and other major pulpwood consumers
in Mississippi failed in their efforts to kill what became the Fair Scaling Law. Yet for those
who delivered wood to International Paper’s mills, the Woodcutters’ victory was only
temporary. In response to the new regulations the firm announced it would no longer be
purchasing wood by the cord but instead by weight. What may have seemed like an
objective move on its face was actually a strategy for preserving the savings International
Paper enjoyed from the “short-stick.” As the United Woodcutters Association put it,
“loggers and pulpwooders both know that wood just doesn’t weigh out like it should. The
397

Komunyakaa, “Believing in Iron,” in Magic City, 46 (quote). Boyd, The Slain
Wood, 72-77.
257

companies are setting out so much of this “plantation pine” - trees that grow fast and weigh
nothing.” By taking advantage of advances in the selective breeding of pine trees –
particularly on its own holdings like those in the buffer zone – International Paper avoided
the additional costs brought about by compliance with the Fair Scaling Law and fed its
addiction to cheap pulpwood.398
Falling timber was not the only threat workers faced as they toiled in the shadows
of the MTF. The rockets themselves were fueled by a mix of liquid hydrogen, refined
kerosene, and nitrogen tetroxide. Following this last chemical through its life-cycle within
the military-industrial complex illustrates the complex ways in which space and missile
technology was intertwined with plantation technology. In 1987, the Strategic Air
Command announced the decommissioning of 54 Titan II nuclear missiles lodged in silos
across “Arizona, Kansas, and Arkansas.” The nitrogen tetroxide that provided fuel for the
missiles was immediately rendered surplus. While NASA procured 10 million pounds as
an oxidizer to allow for combustion in space, the Vicksburg Chemical Company of
northwest Mississippi purchased the balance. Vicksburg Chemical Company then began
selling portions of its stock to the Gaylord Chemical Company – a subsidiary of the Crown
Zellerbach paper company that used the compound to produce fertilizers at its Bogalusa,
Louisiana plant. That a San Francisco-based paper company was purchasing surplus
missile fuel from the Midwest to make agricultural materials in Louisiana is indicative of
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the ways in which a focus on the high-technology in the Sunbelt obscures older, more
persistent economic relationships on the ground.399
The announcement that NASA would soon be shipping nitrogen tetroxide on
tanker trucks to southern California’s Vandenberg Air Force Base brought immediate
outcry from those who feared a devastating chemical spill in Los Angeles. Yet it was
actually the citizens of Bogalusa who faced the realization of the space race’s toxic
externalities. On October 23, 1995, a corroded tanker car operated by the Vicksburg
Chemical Company imploded on the railroad tracks outside the Gaylord plant, ripping the
protective jacket off the car and launching it hundreds of feet down the tracks. As the tanker
car spewed nitrogen tetroxide into downtown Bogalusa, the city’s police evacuated the
white neighborhood on the opposite side of the facility but waited until the next day to do
the same for the African American neighborhood closer to the tracks. Bogalusa’s deep
history of residential segregation – first inscribed into the town in the first decade of the
twentieth century – coupled with open hostility from the police left the city’s African
American population to suffer the worst consequences of the accident.400
African American workers in southeast Louisiana and southwest Mississippi in the
1960s reaped few rewards from the relocation of firms like Boeing, Raytheon, and General
Electric to the Mississippi Test Facility. Most of these companies brought their own
399
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employees with them from California, leaving short term construction, catering, and
janitorial jobs as the only new opportunities created by the MTF. Stennis’s announcement
on the football field of Logtown School instead signaled dispossession, federal investment
in low-wage pulpwood forests, and the proliferation of toxic chemicals in an economically
depressed rural landscape. To be sure, Stennis did succeed in bringing a number of other
agencies to the MTF after the completion of the Apollo mission – and its economic impact
today is far greater than in the facility’s early years. Yet a focus on the long-term
investments the space race yielded in the Pearl River Valley transforms the injustices black
and white landowners faced as the government took their homes into cut-over color lines.
As the case of the buffer zone demonstrates, economic and environmental
relationships established in the years immediately preceding the formal dismantling of Jim
Crow through the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 perpetuated
the consequences of white supremacy for decades. While the “12-man exemption” allowed
pulpwood dealers to cheat white and black pulpwood workers alike, African Americans
bore the brunt of the pulpwood dealers’ discrimination just as they had with local registrars
under the “Second Mississippi Plan.” Automation in the paper industry meant that skilled
but segregated positions that were finally opened up to black workers on account of the
Civil Rights Act were being eliminated by machines at the same time. The fact that
integration did not happen immediately but instead took place through the courts
exacerbated this problem. Integration through the federal court system in some cases took
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decades, at which point many high-paying jobs in the paper industry had been
eliminated.401
Conversely, a deeper history of African American land ownership in the Piney
Woods can help us critique dramatic changes in land use that have been taking place in the
South’s industrialized forests over the last several decades. As foresters Mason C. Carter,
Robert Kellison, and R. Scott Wallinger have shown, investing trends that began in the
1970s with the Employee Retirement Security Income Act of 1974 have prompted pension
funds to acquire an ever greater acreage of southern forest land. Pulp and paper
manufacturers value these relationships because they guarantee access to pulpwood while
eliminating taxes on land at the level of the firm. For their part, pension fund managers
seek out woodlands as a stable source of long-term investment. The buffer zone offers an
example of this important shift in land use. International Paper divested itself of its timber
lands in Hancock County by selling them off to the Illinois Municipal Retirement Fund –
which has displaced International Paper as the major institutional investor in the hundreds
of square miles of forest that surround the MTF.402
Yet as Kelly Kay has demonstrated, the shift in ownership in industrial forestland
from paper company to institutional investor has exacerbated the closing of the commons
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that began with the first establishment of the paper industry’s vast pulpwood forests.
Lumber companies once sought the cooperation of local hunting clubs to patrol their forests
for trespassers and potential incendiaries. With the rise of institutional investment, hunting
clubs have become a vector of increased rent-seeking on the part of investment managers.
Thus, the closing of the commons that began with folks like Horatio Weston striving to
keep free-range cattle out of the forest has transformed into a strategy to maximize profits
by firms looking to maximize long-term investments.403
At the same time, the pine tree plantation regime has expanded from the Deep South
to the Global South. As early as the 1950s, southern paper manufacturers began replicating
their successes in Brazil by borrowing from the foundational research the Great Southern
Lumber Company and its collaborators in the US Forest Service initiated at Bogalusa,
Louisiana and McNeil, Mississippi. Two decades earlier, Horace Mann Bond had told a
room full of Great Southern employees that “If we left Bogalusa tonight, and went to
Africa, the right kind of history twenty years from now should help us to realize what kind
of a place Bogalusa was, and what kind of life the people lived during that time.” Yet it
was not the African American workers that left Bogalusa, but instead the agro-industrial
system in which they labored. Indeed, the same firm that manages the Illinois Municipal
Retirement System’s acreage in the buffer zone manages some 182,553 acres in Brazil.
Bond’s point still stands, though. The same methodologies that would effectively describe
“what kind of place Bogalusa was” would certainly reveal the hidden history of violence,
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dispossession, and poverty that shaped the birth of its kindred landscapes in South
America.404
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